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CHAPTER I
INTROpudTlbN
I. THE PROBLEM
The general problem. What role did the Old Testament
religious community play in the origination and development
of Old Testament religion? This is the general theological
question which is the background for this study. By the
question, "What role?" of course one has in mind other related
questions which are a part of the general problem. Did the
community receive a disclosure of information by which to
interpret events which it experienced? Did the community only
interpret events? Did the community report events factually
or theologically or both? How much authority did the commu
nity assume in the composition, editing, and revision of the
record of its history with God? These and other questions
are directly related to the role of the community in the
origination and development of Old Testament religion.
The particular problem and the limitation of this
study. This inquiry has been an attempt to discover the
role of the religious community in the origination and develop
ment of Old Testament religion according to Gerhard von Rad's
studies on the Hexateuch. It has been limited to the writings
2of one scholar in order to allow a more intensive study of
this crucial subject. The study has been further restricted
to those writings in which Professor von Rad deals definitively
with the Hexateuch.
II. THE JUSTIFICATION OF THE PROBLEM
The importance of the problem. An inquiry into the
place of the religious community in the hexateuchal writings
of Gerhard von Rad is justified, first of all, by the impor
tant place which the community has assumed in much of the
last century's treatment of the development of Old Testament
religion. The question of man's place in the processes of
God's self-disclosure is certainly not new to biblical theo
logy. But it is a commentary on present biblical studies
that tiie question of the community's place in the origin and
development of Old Testament religion has again been broached
as a theological question, and not simply as a histori co-
critical one. Eighteenth century rationalism wedded to nine
teenth century historical criticism proved to be sterile
ground from which to produce Old Testament theology. Walther
Eichrodt's summary of the inability of the last century's
triumphant historical approach to do much more than produce
histories of Israelite religion is a familiar note in recent
3Old Testament StudiesJ
In fact, the leveling effect of the study of the history
of religions challenged the basic presupposition upon which
Old Testament theology had its raison d' etre. That presup
position was that the God of Israel's history is the God of
all history, and that what He did in Israel's history is
theologically normative for all of history. But obviously
the Old Testament had to be spoken of theologically if it
was to be of value to the Church. Therefore, within the last
four decades, out of the disenchantment have come many signi
ficant theological treatises on the Old Testament.
Part of this recent disenchantment with the former
treatment of Old Testament religion was due to the over
whelmingly important place which the community had assiimed
vis-d-vis God in the production of the unusual faith of
Israel. The term "revelation" may or may not have appeared,
but implicit in most of the nineteenth century evolutionary
approach was the equation of progressive "revelation" with the
natural evolution of the religion of Israel. Thus A. B.
Davidson, at the turn of the century, wrote:
'Walther Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament ^ trans.
J. A. Baker iThe Old Testament Library . eds. G. Ernest
Wright, John Bright, James Barr, and Peter Ackroyd. Philadel
phia: The Westminster Press, 1961), pp. 28-31.
4The kingdom of God was planted into the life of a
people, and thus its progress was inseparably connected
with the progress and destiny of the nation of Israel
. . . . Revelation of truth was not, so to speak, commu
nicated from without; but the organs of revelation rose
within the people in the persons of its highest repre
sentatives, men in whom its life beat fullest and its
aspirations were most perfectly embodied. 2
But there is evidence that it is fair to ask whether
recent theological treatises, notwithstanding their emphasis
upon the action of God in Israel's history, have succeeded
in avoiding the pitfall of allowing the burden of the origin
and development of the Old Testament religion to rest on the
religious community. A sampling of outstanding Old Testament
theologians (Noth, von Rad, Zimmerli, Buber, Wright) finds
them concurring in the opinion "that the Old Testament reports
history.""^ Questions already mentioned immediately arise.
Were there both actions and words of God to report, or only
actions or only words? Was the community's report both factual
ly and theologically true or only one or the other? With
recent writings emphasizing the witness of Israel and the report
of the history, one still gains the impression that the burden
is with the community.
2a. B. Davidson, The Theology of the Old Testament^
ed. S. D. F. Salmond (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1904), p. 8.
3
Claus Westermann (ed.). Essays on Old Testament Herme-
neuticst trans. James Luther Mays (Richmond, Virginia:
John Knox Press, 1963), p. 44. Hereinafter cited as EOTE,.
5Of course this problem has not been ignored. Especially
in the history of tradition method of Old Testament inquiry,
Krister Stendahl has observed that contemporary hermeneutics
is at the mercy of the biblical religious community of both
the Old and New Testaments--compl etely dependent upon the
community and "its teaching, its life, its understanding."^
Furthermore, although recent theology has freely discus
sed the acts of God in history as reported by the aommunity,
it occasionally has proceeded on a basis "more radical in its
positivism" than the old liberalism.^ In the light of these
developments in the course of Old Testament studies, it is
valid to ask again the role of the religious community in the
processes of God's revelation of himself through and to Israel.
The lack of adequate previous treatment . A survey of
several significant Old Testament theologies of the past
century indicates that the place of the religious community
in the origin and development of Old Testament religion has
not been given serious, specific attention. Naturally the
place which any given author conceived the religious community
^Krister Stendahl, "Implications of Form-Criticism and
Tradition-Criticism for Biblical Interpretation," Journal of
Biblical Literature, LXXVII (March, 1958), 35.
^Ibid,, p. 36.
6to have held materially influenced his writings. But more
often than not this concept was among the presuppositions
with which the writer approached the biblical text. Consequent
ly the role of the religious community is more noticeable in
the results which the concept helped to mold than in the
particular treatment which it separately received.
In 1873-74 Gustave Oehler treated the religious commu
nity in his discussion of the theocracy of Israel, but not
with special reference to the community's own place in the
origin and development of Old Testament religion.^ Revelation
conceived of as "God's witness and communication" and "objec
tive presentation of himself' naturally modified the role of
the community, especially in the origin of the faith. ^
In A. B. Davidson's Old Testament theology of sixty
years ago, the place of the religious community is very elusive.
The community probably receives as much attention in Chapter
VIII, "The Doctrine of Redemption," as anywhere in the book.^
But its place in the origin and development of the religion
is not really found there. Davidson was writing under the
Gustave Friedrich Oehler, Theology of the Old Testament,
rev. George E. Day (New York: Funk & Wagnalls Company, 1883),
pp. 15, 43, 200ff.
Ibid, , p . 15.
g
Davidson, The Theology of the Old Testament, pp. 235ff.
7influence of the historical and literary criticism of the
ninteenth century which he cautiously espoused while retai
ning a deep reverence for the biblical record.^ And though
he wrote plainly of the Old Testament's own confidence in
God's clear revelation to the community, it is not easy to
discover how he actually considered the faith of Israel to have
originated and developed. Whether the community received,
developed, evolved, or empirically learned its faith, is not
cl ear . ^ ^
In Walther Eichrodt's Theology of the Old Testament, the
religious community occupies perhaps a more conspicuous place
than in the other Old Testament treatises surveyed. Since
Eichrodt's work is structured around the covenant relation
ship of the community with God, this community is bound to be
noticed frequently. There are several forthright statements
concerning **the factual nature of the divine revelation'* [sic)
which Israel experi enced . ^ 2 But at the same time, this "self-
disclosure of the divine will" was "in the historical guidance
Ibid., p. 54.
10 Ibid pp. 34ff 69.� *
11
Ibid pp. 7, 8. 11-12, 15-22.
12
Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, p. 37.
8of Israel. "^^ At various points it is apparent that the
community itself formed and interpreted its own history, and
thus became a very formidable part of the process of "revela
tion."^^ The assumption of the religious community's impor
tance is basic to his presentation centered in the Covenant.
But Eichrodt's own concept of the role of the community in the
origin and development of Old Testament religion is not
clearly presented.
Artur Weiser's introduction to the Old Testament deals
specifically with the actual way in which Weiser feels that
1 5
the Old Testament formed and developed. But Weiser's treat
ment of the Old Testament community's role in the creation of
the faith and the witness to it is not clear. Rather, the
whole process of formation and development is treated in very
impersonal terms by making the traditions gather, and the
sources mold. The actual role of the believing community is
not confronted. Weiser does not adequately answer the
general question which this inquiry is asking.
'''ibid., p. 519.
'^^Ibid., pp. 49ff.
1 5
Artur Weiser, The Old Testament: Its Formation and
Development, Dorothea M. Barton (New York: Association Press,
1964). First published in 1948 as Einleitung in das alte
Testament . GOttingen: Vanderhoeck and Ruprecht.
9Two chapters in Vriezen's Old Testament theology deal
at length with the biblical witness to the relationship and
intercourse between God and the religious communityj^ But
for the most part, one must infer what Vriezen himself considers
to be the place which the community occupied in the "relations"
and "intercourse" by which the Old Testament says revelation
came. An Old Testament theology seeks mainly to understand
the faith presented in the text. But this still leaves the
role of the community undefined.
This brief survey has shown that the role of the religious
community in God's sel f-di scl osure has not received adequate
previous treatment among those writers from whom one would
expect it.
The ipTominence of Gerhard von Rad. The choice of von
Rad as the scholar through whose writings the general problem
could be set in focus is justified by his prominent place in
contemporary Old Testament scholarship. In 1959 Edward J.
Young wrote that von Rad could "be justly singled out as a most
capable representative of one aspect" of contemporary Old
Th. C. Vriezen, An Outline of Old Testament Theology
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958), Chapters VI and IX. Cf.
especially pp. 12-13, 136-39, 251-53, 276-85. First published
in Holland in 1949 as Hoofdlijnen der Theologie van het
oude Testament .
10
Testament theol ogy--the history of tradition approach.
Brevard Childs has compared von Rad to Bultmann, saying that
he has captured the center of the stage "of scholarly atten-
1 otion for at least a generation."' Eichrodt marked the end
of one era; von Rad the beginning of another, says Childs. ^9
He is a prime representative of the history of tradition school
in which the place of the community is especially crucial.
III. PROCEDURE
Since Professor von Rad nowhere in his studies on the
Hexateuch gives a detailed presentation of his own view of
the place of the religious community in the origin and develop
ment of Old Testament religion, the procedure has of necessity
been an inductive study of his writings on the Hexateuch. An
effort has been made to detect all references which either
stated, reflected, inferred or assumed von Rad's own view.
An adequate number of references have been found in a sufficient
variety of contexts to give a reasonable basis for conclusions.
''Edward J. Young, The Study of Old Testament Theology
Today (Westwood, New Jersey: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1959),
p. 13.
''^Brevard S. Childs, "[Review of] Old Testament Theology,
Vol. II, by Gerhard von Rad, translated by D. G. M. Stalker,"
Theology Today, XXIII (January, 1967), 577.
1 9
Eichrodt wrote from the perspective of the developmental
hypothesis modified by form criticism; von Rad writes from
the perspective of form criticism intensified by the history
of traditions method.
nThe investigation has sought to deal with these references
objectively and sympathetically, in order to arrive at
what Dr. von Rad would himself agree to be the view he assumes
IV. THE SOURCES OF DATA
The two most important sources for this study were
20The Theology of Israel's Historical Traditions and The
2 1Problem of the Hexateuch, Studies in Deuteronomy contains
several important essays, most of which appear in one form
or other in the two preceding works. The introduction to
23
Genesis, one of von Rad's contributions to The Old Testament
Library series, contains an excellent, though brief, presen-
^^Rad, Gerhard von. The Theology of Israel's Historical
Traditions, trans. D. M. G. Stalker (Vol. I of Old Testament
Theology, 2 vols.; Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1962). A
translation of Die Theologie der geschichtliohen Vberlieferungen
Israels (Munich: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1957). Hereinafter
cited as TIHT,
2'' Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch; and Other Essays,
trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken (New York: McGraw-Hill Company,
1966). A translation from Gesammelte Studien zum Alten Testa
ment (Munich: Kaiser Verlag, 1 958). Hereinafter cited as PH ,
2^Rad, Studies in Deuteronomy , trans. David Stalker
[studies in Biblical Theology, No. 9. eds. H. H. Rowley, T.
W. Manson, Floyd V. Filson, and G. Ernest Wright. Longbank
Works, Alva: Robert Cunningham and Sons, Ltd., 1953). A
translation from the revised edition of Deuteronomium-Studien
(Gttttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1948). Hereinafter
cited as SD,
9 3
'^^Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, trans. John H. Marks
{The Old Testament Library, eds. G. Ernest Wright, John
Bright, James Barr, and Peter Ackroyd. Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1961). A translation of Das erste Buch
Mose, Genesis (GOttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1956).
Hereinafter cited as Genesis,
12
tation of some of his key contributions to Old Testament
studies. Deuteronomy a second volume recently published
in the same series, has popularized previous writings of von
Rad on Deuteronomy. The former writings were more important
to this study.
V. THE ORGANIZATION
OF THE REMAINDER OF THE STUDY
Chapter two will define the term, "religious community,"
as used by von Rad. A brief description of von Rad's history
of tradition method, and a summary of his reconstruction of
the early community's history will provide a necessary intro
duction to (and in some ways a part of) von Rad's answer to
the question of who comprised the Old Testament religious
communi ty .
In chapter three, a discussion of seven aspects which
von Rad considers either unique or unusual in the Old Testament
community will further explicate his concept of the community
itself.
Since history, theology and law are among the significant
2^Rad, Deuteronomy: A Commentary ^ trans. Dorothea
Barton (The Old Testament Library. eds. G. Ernest Wright,
John Bright, James Barr, and Peter Ackroyd. Bloomsbury Street,
London: S. C. M. Press, Ltd., 1966). A translation of Das
filnfte Buch Mose: Deuteronomium (GOttingen: Vandenhoeck and
Ruprecht, 1964).
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catagories through which Old Testament religion in the Hexa
teuch may be approached, the answer to the main problem of the
community's role will be considered in relation to each of
these. Chapter four will present the community's role in the
writing of its history. It will discuss the community's
confession of, revision of, and origination of some of the
history. The particular role of creating legitimizing "history"
will also be considered.
Chapter five will first discuss the conspicuous place
of the community in the production of its theology. Then the
community's role in that production will be considered as it
appears in the development of five theological concerns of
the community.
By presenting four of the ways von Rad thinks the
community to have produced its law, chapter six will show
the role of the community in the formation of its law. A discus
sion of the community's relation to its law, and a comparison
of assumptions (that of von Rad and that of the community)
about the origin of the law will further clarify this role.
A final chapter will present conclusions about the
meaning of the term, "the Old Testament religious community,"
as used by von Rad, and also about the community's role in
the origination and development of Old Testament religion.
Some of the implications of von Rad's position for Old Testa-
14
ment interpretation will be indicated. Suggestions for
further study will be made.
In each chapter, preceding the summary, a section of
evaluation will appear giving various reactions to the position
of von Rad presented in that chapter.
CHAPTER II
WHO WAS THE OLD TESTAMENT RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY?
I. INTRODUCTION
Task. Before the problem of the role of the community
in the writings of Gerhard von Rad can be faced, one must ask
who the religious community was (i.e., who is von Rad talking
about when he speaks of the religious community?). Therefore,
the purpose of this chapter is to present certain characteris
tics which von Rad would apparently consider marks of a
member of the Old Testament religious community.
Method. In lieu of a clear answer to our question by
von Rad, the method has been analytical and interpretive. The
Old Testament presents its answer to the question of who the
religious community was by unfolding that community's history,
not by a formal statement. Therefore, it is not surprising
that the answer to the same question put to an Old Testament
theologian must taken his presentation of Israel's early history
into account. And, as John Bright has pointed out, any attempt
to present Israel's history will have first to deal with the
method of Old Testament study used by the particular scholar
16
viewedj Thus the discussion of von Rad's method and his
views of Israel's origins will form an introduction to his
answer to the question, "Who was the Old Testament religious
communi ty?" .
II. VON RAD'S HISTORY OF TRADITION METHOD
As one would expect from the remarks above, von Rad's
most informative references to methodology occur in a brief
chapter on "Origins."'' After noting that the Old Testament
presents a rather comprehensive picture of the history and
development cf the religious community, he contrasts his own
method with that of nineteenth century historical criticism
and also with literary criticism. While these methods
destroyed much of the total picture presented in the Pentateuch,
they still considered it possible to penetrate more or less
directly behind the literary documents to grasp a general,
unilinear framework of Israel's history (Egyptian bondage.
Wandering, and Entry into Canaan).
Such a relatively direct step from the documents to
general history Professor von Rad says is impossible because
of the nature of the literature itself. From a form-critical
'John Bright, Early Israel in Recent History Writing
Studies in lihlical Theology^ No. 19. eds. C. F. D. Moule,
. Barr, Floyd V. Filson, and G. Ernest Wright. London: S.
C. M. Press, Ltd., 1956). Hereinafter cited as EIRHW.
2Rad, TIHT^ pp. 3-14.
17
point of view the "documents" are to be considered only as the
final stage in a very long process. Assimilation, editing,
and revision (both conscious and unconscious) of the traditions
have produced the present history from older traditions
originally diverse in form and milieu. Each of these diverse
traditions has its own history from its origin to its present
3
place in the biblical text.
The history of traditions method by which von Rad
proceeds takes a study of the forms (saga, proverb, apodic-
tic and casuistic law, poetry, etc.) for granted. It then
attempts to write the history of Israel by tracing the
history of as many of these isolated bodies of tradition as
possible from their present place in the literature to their
Sitz im Lehen.
It is von Rad's important contribution to Old Testament
studies that he has considered the unity of the Hexateuch to
be the unity of a confessional pattern. That is, the history
that Israel has given of the community does not rest on the
memory of a pattern of historical occurrences; rather
it was Israel herself who arranged the sequence of
events in a cultic confession which itself understands
what took place according to an extremely generalized
and simplifying pattern.^
^Ibid.t pp. 3-4.
^Ibid., p. 5.
18
The assumption is that Israel was born in the union of
diverse semi-nomadic clans. Von Rad's history of traditions
method is an attempt to explain the present unity of the texts
in light of the basic assumption of the diverse origins.
Quite obviously, arriving at the actual history of the events
is by this method a very complex operation.
III. THE ORIGINS OF THE RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY
Feeling that even the minimal framework of the
historical summary given in Deuteronomy 26:5-9 is arranged
by the cult and its theological understanding of the history,
von Rad cannot accept the basic Patriarch-Bondage-Exodus-
Wandering-Entry pattern as reliable.
Even in general outline it is no longer possible to
reconstruct the political history of Israel's ancestors
before the Settlement. All that is reasonably certain
is that the Leah group became settled in Palestine
considerably earlier than the Rachel group, and that the
latter had meanwhile had further decisivie and farreaching
religious experiences in the wilderness.^
The actual pre-history of Israel's ancestors was spent on the
southern steppes of Palestine by tribes of semi-nomads who
lived peaceably, pasturing their flocks in winter on the arable
margin to the South of Palestine and making modest attempts
at farming in the summer.^
^Rad, TIHTt p. 8.
^Ibid., p. 6.
19
The religion of these semi-nomadic clans contrasted
sharply with what is known of the Canaanite nature cults of
that day. Pre- 1 srael i te tribes worshipped the "God of the
Fathers" in an ancestral cult which emphasized the relationship
between the patriarchal deity and a man or a group of men
without attachment to a local shrine.^ The various tribes
revered their own patriarchal god (-s?), remembrance of which
lingers in the names of the "God of thy Father Abraham"
(Gen. 26:24; 28:13; 32:10), "The Fear of Isaac" (Gen. 31:42),
and "The Mighty One of Jacob" (Gen. 49:24).^ It follows from
the assumption of the diverse origins of Israel's constitutive
elements that their religious traditions were also diverse.
This patriarchal religion is reflected in the memory preserved
in Exodus 2 and 3 that the tribes had not always worshipped
Yahweh. 9
What in the biblical history is the "Conquest" was
actually a settlement of these various bedouin tribes in a
gradual and generally peaceful migration to arable land.
'^Ibid., p. 7. Von Rad follows A. Alt in "Der Gott der
Vater," Kleine Schriften zur Gesahiohte Israels t Munich, 1953-
59, Vol. I, in this analysis arguing by analogy from Nabatean
customs of over a millennium later,
^Ibid.
^How one is to conceive the "self-revelation" of God
to the bedouin patriarchs is not clear. Ibid., p. 6.
20
As mentioned previously, the Leah tri bes --Reuben , Simeon,
Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebu 1 un--were the first to migrate
to Palestine, evidently settling for some time near the oases
of Kadesh, a centre whose sacral significance is obvious from
the name. Levi particularly is to be associated with Kadesh,
says von Rad, as "guardian of the sacral traditions of
Kadesh," by this time already a shrine for Yahweh worship.
Levi and Simeon suffered some calamity in central Palestine
(Gen. 34, 49:5-7) and turned back to the South where Simeon
became established around Beersheba.^^ Since Moses and other
Egyptian remnants are associated with Levi, there must also
have been a migration of this group to Egypt. When or
where is not known.
Memories of the Sinai experience probably reflect early
contact with the Kenites from whom the pre-Israel i te clans
1 2
likely learned of Yahweh. Israel's later cultic celebration
of a Sinai sacral experience and further evidence from Naba
tean graffiti from Jebel Serbal support these conjectures,
according to von Rad.
Judging from the centrality of the Deliverance and the
Exodus in Israel's later chorus of praise, several clans of
"10 Rad, TIET . , p. 12.
^^Ihid.
"^^Ibid., p. 9.
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pre-Israel i te tribes must have suffered conscription and hard
ship in Egypt. They probably had gone to the Delta region in
search of pasture. Their escape was accompanied by events
long interpreted by them as miraculous deliverance. Indeed,
these events of escape and deliverance at the Red Sea "became
Israel's earliest confession," the foundation of the Hexateuch
There is much to be said for the idea that the house of
Joseph (part of the Rachel tribes) came last to Palestine
and brought with it the worship of Yahweh which it forced upon
the Leah tribes already resident in the land.^'^ The dramatic
account of the gathering at Shechem (Josh. 24) suggest such
a victory, reflects preceding cultic antagonism, and marks
the beginning of a sacral alliance very analogous to the
cultic leagues of ancient Greece and Rome.^^ Von Rad feels
that the demand to put away foreign Gods can only be explained
thus. The idea that all of Israel was at Sinai is incompre-
hensable in the light of this reconstruction.
The biblical Moses is conspicuously absent from this
history of the "Entry" into Canaan, but this is to be expected
^^Ibid,, p. 13.
^^Ibid., p. 16.
^^Ibid.t pp. 16-17. Von Rad follows Martin Noth, Das
System der zwdlf Stitmme Israels^ "Beitrilge zur Wissenschaft
von Alten und Neuen Testament," Stuttgart, 1930, in this
correl ation.
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Even biblical criticism observed differing accounts of the
person and office of this figure. But his actual place in
the history is determined for von Rad by the presupposition
of Israel's diverse origins. Where is the place for a leader
or founder of a bloc of tribes v;hich did not exist in unity?
Actually, if the history presented in the Hexateuch is a
confessional arrangement, the real questions concern the
identity of the tradition through which this figure entered
and how he forced his way into the whole narrative.
When Moses is correctly seen as alien to most of the traditions
and so is extracted, it becomes obvious just how fragmentary
and diversified the traditions really were.
Actually, historical investigation has shown that a
people "Israel" cannot be found before they were constituted
a group in Palestine through the Amphictyonic alliance initiated
by the Joseph tribes, says von Rad. This has been reflected
in the history presented thus far. It has not been the history
of a people, but of clans moving independently and gradually
coming into contact with one another.
The alliance in Palestine which may be considered the
beginning of the people Israel was a sacral alliance, with only
very loose political loyalties. These clans were united in
16Rad, TIHT, p. 14.
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worship by occasional pilgrimages to a central shrine, e.g.,
at the great harvest festivals. Beyond this, little can be
said about a pre-monarchal structure for the people of Israel.
Of course as festivals passed and traditions from divergent
clans flowed to one another, the conviction grew that what
was experienced by one clan could also be considered the
experience of the others. The actual backgrounds of the clans
passed from clear historical memory, and events from the past
of individual tribes came to be considered as part of the
history of all of "Israel." The political structure, itself
very loose, was most noticeable when a danger threatened one
or several of the clans, evoking defense through the Holy War.
The Book of Judges also reflects a legal unity upheld by
local elders who made judicial decisions on points of legality
and daily practice. These local elders may have been connected
with a superior magistracy. But this was not a central govern
ment.
The "Conquest" and the establishment of the people Israel,
it must be remembered, occurred over a period of many decades
through natural migration, adaptation to Canaanite custom, and
the birth and nurture of unity through a community of worship
and later of structure. This historical summary must end here
with those limits set by the Hexateuch itself. The next signi
ficant phase was the establishment of the monarchy.
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IV. WHO WAS THE OLD TESTAMENT RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY?
Before the Amphictyony, i.e., before the people of
Israel took shape in Palestine, in von Rad's opinion one
could not refer to the religious community as it is presented
in the biblical narratives. One could only speak of religious
communities in the various pre-Israel i te clans. According
to von Rad the initial unity of the clans was almost entire
ly a sacral unity, a religious community. Therefore, it is
to the several bases for this sacral unity that one may
look for points by which to answer the question of who was
a member of the religious community.
Those Who Acknowledged Yahweh as God of Israel
This sacral community, the Amphictyony � was established
basically upon an acknowledgment of Yahweh as the God of
the clans. In this acknowledgment there was unity and
participation in the clan league; presumably outside of such
an acknowledgment of Yahweh as God of the clans ("God of
Israel"), there was not unity.
The cultic acknowledgment of Yahweh as God of Israel
occurred at the central shrine during times of pilgrimage to
the shrine--particularly at the harvest festival. At first
17Rad, TIHT, p. 19.
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Shechem was the central shrine (Josh. 24), then Bethel (Judg.
20:18, 26ff.). later Shiloh (I Sam. Iff.), and finally Gilgal
(I Sam. 10:1; ll:14f.).18 There, amid sacrifice and the
liturgy of the festival, the clans pledged themselves to the
Covenant of Yahweh.
Since the Covenant actually had its origins in the
experience of some of the pre- Israel i te clans at the mountain
of God in the S1na1 region, it would be difficult to say when
the Covenant became a part of this acknowledgment. There Yahweh
"revealed himself" to them as their God in a covenant relation
ship into which they later brought their brothers in Palestine
also. At any rate, as in Joshua 24, acknowledgment of Yahweh
as God was obviously the first hurdle to be met in becoming
part of the Amphictyonic religious community, and it was
apparently accomplished in a setting of accepting or rejecting
a covenant God.
This first acknowledgment was periodically repeated in
a cultic ceremony of Covenant renewal conducted during the
1 9
great autumn harvest festival. The renewal of the Covenant
would naturally have been connected with the Covenant history
itself. The cultic summary of this Sinai history and of the
Covenant event von Rad believes to be preserved in Deuteronomy
ISjiid., p. 21.
^^Rad, FE, pp. 34-37.
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5:2-4; 24;10ff.^� The harvest festival and Covenant renewal
occurred at Shechem during the Feast of Booths (one of the
three main festivals), the feast noted for its great pilgri
mage to the central shrine. 21 At this important event the
divine will was proclaimed, and the community bound in obedience
to it, according to von Rad. The clans, and with them the
individuals, continued their participation in the religious
community through this "oath of allegiance," thus accepting
anew the Covenant offered by Yahweh through the cult. 22 jhis
must have been very important in the identity of the religious
communi ty .
Von Rad is well known for considering Deuteronomy 26:5-9
as another cultic confession. In fact, this cultic summary
of the cardinal facts of the common faith of Israel's salvation
history was also a means of identifying with the community.
Von Rad refers to it as "an article of faith. "23 But he
^^Ibid,, pp. 28-29.
^^If the Covenant renewal were at the Feast of Weeks, it
would mean that the Settlement tradition (Deut. 26:5-9) and
the Sinai tradition (Covenant) were both connected with the
same shrine. Von Rad answers this problem by taking Deute
ronomy 31:10b-ll as an earlier tradition, and so he connects
the Covenant festival with the Feast of Booths in this reference.
2 2
Ibid., p. 36, citing Sellin, Gesahiohte des israelii
tisahe-judischen Volkes, Vol. I, 2nd ed., p. 101.
Ibid,, p. 41 .
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connects the Settlement tradition summarized here with the
Feast of Weeks which he concludes was celebrated at Gilgal
and of which the Credo was the legitimating legend. But
the place which this festival commanded in the Amphictyony as
a general pilgrimage is not clear. Therefore, it is not possi
ble to place it confidently beside the Covenant renewal as
of equal importance in von Rad's definition of the religious
commu ni ty .
The acknowledgment did not necessarily involve religious
uniformity among the clans or conformity to a body of Yahwistic
law. There was considerable freedom in religious practice,
especially in the early days of the religious community.
Yahwism had first by experience to become aware of its own
peculiarity. There was a central sanctuary at which pure
Yahwistic traditions were undoubtedly carefully guarded, ^5
but this did not restrict the cultic activity of the clans at
their own local shrines. In fact, before Yahwism found its
way into the cultic celebration of the various local shrines
scattered throughout the clans, a distinction must be made
between "national" religion and the "tribal" religion where
^^Ibid,, pp. 42-43, 46. The association between the
Feast of Weeks and the Settlement tradition is a "secondary
development" {ibid., p. 48). The tradition itself goes back
to a much earlier date. Where and when it originated von Rad
does not say.
^^Rad, TIHT, p. 21.
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patriarchal cults continued to flourish and to adapt
themselves to the Canaanite shrines at which they had
settled. 26
For this reason, the question of who was in the religious
community is a confusing task for the historian, particularly
for a historian of the type of von Rad. It is difficult to
differentiate between apostacy on the one hand, and the
various stages of natural syncretism or adaptation while
Yahwism became aware of its own peculiarities and began to
demand more than an acknowledgment at the central shrine.
Those Who Are Dependent Upon the Cult of Yahweh
Pre-monarchy. Prior to the monarchy, Israel's religious
community lived in a world where man's personal security and
the equilibrium of his relations to God, to others and to
the earth were obtained and maintained through the cult.
Ancient Israel considered God's speaking and acting for
man's salvation as confined to the sacred institutions,
particularly to the narrower cultic sphere of sacrifice
Ibid., p. 20. As von Rad recognizes, a covenant
presupposed obligations. As he has put it, at "this ceremony
came the communication of the divine will and the binding of
the people under obedience ot it" {PH, p. 37). But it is
not easy to hold that Yahweh had a very extensive will for
the daily lives of the people and at the same time to grant
that there was little conformity to Yahwistic Taw back at the
local shrines.
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and divine decision mediated by the priest.^'
The individual, through solidarity with his clan, was a part
of the religious community to the degree to which he depended
upon the cult of Yahweh to place him in proper relation to the
sacral world of which was a part.
The clans lived on a "purely patriarchal level of civi
lization, as people enclosed by and sheltered in the supra-
personal ordinances of the cult and community life . . . ."^^
The individual coped with very little apart from the cult.
The conceptual significance of the rites and the importance
of individual thought was minimal. Divine law, according
to which life could be maintained, originated in the cult
and was sustained by it. Any breach of these laws was a
cultic profanation and brought with it "guilt" which could
only be resolved through the cultic ritual. It was only at
the cult center and through the sacral laws that one could
meet the divine and relate oneself to it.
It was not only the Amphi ctyony
'
s neighbors who lived
in a world alive with cultic powers and the accompanying way
of handling that world through magic. "Ear^ly Israel as well
27
Rad, TIET, p. 28.
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Ibid p . 37 ,� �
29 Ibid p. 38.
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was spellbound by this "dynamistic' view of the world. ""^^
And von Rad takes such things as the apparently material
force of the clean and the unclean and its transmission to be
evidence that the cult of Yahweh too was still largely
"dynamistic." This clarifies how deeply it was true, then,
that the person depended upon the cult of Yahweh to maintain
his world.
Magic could not be avoided in this understanding of
the world, where one must regulate his environment through
the cult. However, von Rad points out that magic had a
"dwindling" place in the cult of Yahweh. And whenever it did
appear as a tried technique for the manipulation of Yahweh,
it was exposed as completely unable to usurp those powers
which belonged only to Yahweh who had revealed himself as
personal will. Noting this unusual factor in the early
Yahweh cult does not materially alter the overall picture,
however. Nor does it invalidate this criterion for defining
the religious community.
The question of the ability of the Yahweh cult and of
Yahweh himself to confront and adjust to the new situation of
ordering the lives of a settled population is connected with
the tribes' dependence upon the cult. All of the clans' prior
experience with Yahweh or with their other patriarchal deities
^^Ibid., p. 34.
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was in the life of the semi -nomad . Yahweh, according to von
Rad, was untried on the arable land and in the new problems
and sacral situations of the settled land, such as the tilling
of the soil and the establishment of an agricultural economy.
Yahwism, therefore, opened itself to forms of worship connec
ted with Baal. These forms were already proven to be "valid"
for the settled life. In this way the Yahweh cult could
continue to mediate the aid of Yahweh to his people, ordering
their lives by his cult in Canaan also.
Since von Rad thinks that the cultic variety of these
clans lies buried in the diversity of the traditions, he does
not say how he considers the cult antagonisms to have been
resolved. Clans evidently relied on the cult of Yahweh for
what it could offer and on their local cults where these
seemed better suited to the mode of living of the new land.
Monarchy. The sheltered, supra-personal world of
dependence upon the cult belonged mostly to the pre-monarchy
era, according to von Rad. For before the kingdom divided,
the community had begun to come of age. Especially at the court
in Jerusalem, and soon elsewhere, Israel began to emerge
from the constraints of her archaic piety and her dynamistic
views of the world.
3lRad, TIHT, p. 38.
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The monarchy precipitated this change in spiritual
temper. The state assumed powers formerly reserved for Yahweh
and the cult (e.g., defense). Old territorial boundaries were
outgrown as the empire took shape. Israel began to realize
the naivete of her old traditions.
But the monarchy was only the catalyst. The spiritual
change had been coming for some time. The pictures of Shiloh
in I Samuel 1-3 reveal a demoralized cultic community. Customs
formerly sacred and unchangeable were faltering. Worship at
the shrines grew less satisfying to the community. As the
history relates, "revelations" were rare and faith in the cult
waned. Von Rad takes this as evidence of a fundamental change
of world view and of heart.
One important indication that this demoralization of cult
had occurred was the presence of free-floating cult traditions
3 2
at the time of the Yahwist. These sacred traditions were
now available for collection to be fused as literature with
the history then being written. Previously they had been sacred
etiologies connected to shrines. What loss of prestige in the
local shrine must have preceded such a separation of the tradi
tions one can only guess, says von Rad.
^^Ibid., p. 39.
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This change is posited as an explanation of certain
phenomena which von Rad considers to have been seen first in
the early monarchy. He claims that Israel wrote history with
an objectivity and detachment possible only in a "certain degree
of humanized culture . . . ."^"^ He feels that the unusual
character of these histories is the absence of the miraculous,
the spectacular intervention of Yahweh. Israel, disal lusioned
with the cult, enlightened by the cosmopolitan nature of the
new empire, found a new day again in reflection upon her histo
rical origin. Her writers affirmed that God was not found in
the cult only. They insisted that Yahweh's field of action
was really in all of life and that his mode of action was more
hidden than dramatic. ^''^
The older histories, even the cultic confessions, says
von Rad, were not really histories. They were a series of
miracle episodes strung together along a teaching. Complex
new histories were the expression of a profound spiritual
change. The whole relationship of the community to reality
was transformed. "Nature and History" were secularized and
the community was "released from the sacral orders sheltering
it."'^^ But the most important discovery was that Yahweh's
33Rad, TIHT, p. 49.
^^Ibid., p. 51.
^^Ibid., p. 53.
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action embraced all of life.
Other effects of this "emancipation of spirit" may be
observed. When the sacral no longer captivated the artists'
energies, their imagination focused on man and the diversity
of his life, character, abilities and defects. A Solomonic
humanism arose. Narrative was embellished by free composition,
e.g., the placing of speeches in a character's mouth to add
realism and presence.
The cult and the Enlightenment were not divorced. The
cult continued to function in the increasingly secular civili
zation. But it became more and more irrelevant to the people's
behavior. Von Rad feels that it was not the secular society
which the prophets later attacked, but the failure of society
to obey the commands of Yahweh.
Those Who Were Loyal to the Cult Objects
The two cult objects prominent in von Rad's Hexateuch
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studies are the Ark and the Tent. Their present, close
association with each other in the Old Testament text .particu
larly in P, does not accurately show their background. This
Ibid., p. 56.
"^^Rad, "The Tent and the Ark," PH, pp. 1 03-24; also
"Deuteronomy's 'Name' Theology and the Priestly Document's
'Kabod' Theology," SD, pp. 37-44.
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association is rather a theological combination of the origi
nally separate (and mutually exclusive) Tent traditions and
Ark traditions. The combination was accomplished in the
Jerusalem ecclesiastical circles (P).
Nevertheless, throughout P's history (especially the
Wandering) the Tent is a meeting place, not a dwelling place.
Yahweh periodically came there to meet with Moses, not to
stay. The mn' tts^ descended upon the Tent, accompanied
by the cloud and fire, and then withdrew. "nyia "^nx Tent of
Meeting, is the proper designation most corresponding to the
facts," says von Rad.-^^
Whether this Tent was a part of original Yahwism is
difficult to determine from von Rad's writings. The problem
is compounded by confusion over the origin of Yahwism itself.
The Tent's earliest associations, says von Rad, were with the
southern amphictyony, evidently a league of the Leah tribes
38Rad, SB, p. 39. But there are many cultic allusions
to the Tent where the phrase mn-'V appears. This would imply
that Yahweh dwelt there; he did not just come to meet the people.
Von Rad is only able to isolate such a precise "Kabod Theology"
by extracting these many mn'V references with the following
remarks \ex hypothesi): "Obviously these are cases where
older views have had a view derived from theological reflection,
which now claims to be standard, superimposed upon them'."
Ibid,, p. 40.
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centering in Hebron, although he does not say so. Whether
this was a Yahweh cult center then is not mentioned. This Tent
tradition, with its theology of God's ttdd meeting the people,
became overlaid with the stronger Ark traditions, regardless
of how or when it entered the worship of Yahweh.
Whereas there is some ambiguity about the Tent, von Rad
is certain that the Ark must not be identified with the religion
either of Moses or of Sinai (whatever that would mean in the
light of the place of Moses in the actual history according
to von Rad). It is considered very important that in I and
II Samuel o-'mVNn 71-ik occurs twenty times, and mn' tt-in
only twenty-six times. Von Rad takes this and several other
associations of the Ark with Canaanite religion (cultic building,
the lamps, I Sam. 3:3; dancing before the Ark, II Sam. 6:14,
20; connection with festival, and "oracle by incubation,"
I Sam. 3:2f.)^^ to support the Ark's original connection with
the arable land and the nature cult of Baal. The clans coming
to Canaan had no Ark then, but Yahwism must soon have opened
to this cult object which was so appropriate to its God. The
Ibid., p. 43. See also H. J. Kraus, Worship in Israel;
A Cultic History of the Old Testament, trans. Geoffrey Buswell
(Richmond, Virginia: John Knox Press, 1966), pp. 129-30, for
comments on von Rad at this point.
40
Rad, PH, p. 115.
'^^Ibid., p. 116.
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Ark traditions were associated with that stream of traditions
rising in the Amphictyonic cult at Shechem. In fact, von Rad
considers that the "holy ark" was eventually the "sacral
center" of this Amphictyony.^^
In early histories, the Ark (I and II Sam.) is often
regarded as the throne of Yahweh where Yahweh dwells and from
which he rises to direct battle in the Holy War. This theme
of the dwelling place of Yahweh (his presence) von Rad consi
ders to be one of the questions dealt with by the Book of
Deuteronomy. He says the Ark was "demythol ogi zed" and viewed
simply as a recepticle, but the "Name" theology continued
the traditions so closely associated with the Ark--the dwel
ling of Yahweh with his people by the presence of his "Name"
in their midst.^''^
Loyalty to a cult and identity with it could clearly
involve reverence for the cult objects also. Von Rad feels
that the Tent did not retain its importance as a cult object
for the masses of Yahwists. No doubt those tribes which had
brought a tent with them long regarded it as important to
their cult. But apparently it was the Ark which captured the
42
Rad, SD, pp. 40, 43.
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cultic loyalties of the central Amphictyony and eventually
took priority in worship and in tradition. At the same time,
intense feeling for the Tent must not be underestimated.
Nathan's answer to David's desire to build a temple was a
rebuttal of those loyal to the Tent and the ttdq --a rebuttal
against the Ark and the establishment of a dwelling for
Yahweh, says von Rad.^^ The question of the early relation
of these two objects is a part of the problem of cultic anta
gonism, divided loyalties and adaptation which has been
briefly mentioned before. The assumption of the diverse origins
of Israel renders this perplexing.
So much does von Rad consider that loyalty to the "holy
ark" became a matter of identification with the cult that in
a discussion of Solomon's establishment of a national worship
center he says:
No, this Temple and its worship would certainly have
scarcely affected the religious life of the broad mass of
the people in Israel, and would have remained a private
matter concerning David's Jerusalem alone, if David had
not brought up the sacred Ark to Zion. But to this cultic
object all the clans of the old amphictyonic league
regarded themselves as owing allegiance; and consequently,
because of the Ark, Solomon's Temple became the sanctuary
for all Israel .^^
It is safe to say that such feeling among the Amphictyony would
Rad, PE, p. 119.
Rad, TIHT, p. 43.
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have had a long history. Therefore one may expect loyalty to
the Ark to have been important for a long time before the
monarchy .
V. EVALUATION
Let it be said first that Gerhard von Rad has attempted
an integrated treatment of the maze of problems connected
with the Old Testament in a creative approach. If there are
questions which have not been answered to the satisfaction of
all, this is not surprising. What appear to be contradictions
may simply be scholarly suggestions on the plethera of data
so vast that no one man can hope to control it all.
Furthermore, von Rad has lifted the Yahweh cult up
for scholars to scrutinize. He has helpfully made us aware
of the centrality of Yahweh in the cult's confession. He has
called the Ark and Tent back from items of fabrication to a
place of importance in the Old Testament community.
Just the same, questions of criticism will have occurred
to the reader, and they need to be considered. Perhaps the
most important criticism is one which John Bright has put to
the Alt-Noth school: Has this history of traditions reconstruc
tion not left Israel and its faith "quite without adequate
explanation."^^ This criticism brings together several
47 Bright, EIRHW, p. 84.
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questions related to von Rad's approach to the history of the
commu n i ty .
One wonders if the matter of historical judgment is not
rather arbitrarily handled. The actual origins of Israel have
passed from tribal memory. Yet it is possible for von Rad to
make the historical judgment that the Leah tribes certainly
preceded the Rachel group into the land. Would this not also
lie behind the reliable memory of the clans?
Again, one is impressed with the ease in which the
biblical picture of the Conquest is set aside in favor of the
assumption of a peaceful "settlement." Von Rad admits that
"no clear memory" was retained of the fact that the Conquest
had not, on the whole, been a warlike affair. Ignoring the
fact that the Old Testament itself supplements the summary
accounts with its own settlement account (Judg. 1), he
follows his hypothesis of the diverse origins of the clans
and says that "it is inconceivable that from the very begin
ning it was the intention of all immigrating clans to 'drive'
48
all 'the Canaanites' out of their towns." Why?
A further question relates to method. Following Alt,
von Rad draws his picture of Israelite patriarchal religion
by analogy from the ancestral cult of the Nabateans. The pre-
Israelite tribes, he says, worshipped "Der Gott der Vclter,"
Rad, TIHT, p. 298.
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as did the Nabateans. Is it valid to draw such important
conclusions about the nature of patriarchal, biblical religion
from the Nabatean community of more than a millennium later?
It is important to von Rad's reconstruction that the
traditions once sacred to a shrine were released and made
available for collection in historical literature. It was
demoralization of cult which allowed these stories to float
free in the land, says von Rad. This explanation is important
to him as a support for the picture of the world view of the
pre-monarchy. The explanation rests on the assumption of the
Ortsgehundenheit principle (that traditions were bound to a
place). And this principle is itself of debatable validity.
The explanation of the free-floating nature as due to cult
demoralization is demanded by von Rad's assumption that the
constitutive clans had a diverse origin. If one grants a more
or less unified origin for the tribes, the traditions of their
history were probably native to them and not acquired by asso
ciation with shrines. If they were connected with the people
and not with the shrines, they may well have been free-floating
by nature and not as a result of cult demoralization.
Another question is whether or not von Rad's basic
assumption of the diverse origin of the tribes may be success
fully and consistently sustained by the biblical evidence.
Bright, EIRHW, pp. 101-04.
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It appears that evidence not necessarily related to an "all-
Israel" consciousness keeps pressing for unity rather than for
diversity of origin. It is difficult to keep the "pre-Israel ite
tribes" separate.
Von Rad says there are indications that the clans first
learned of Yahweh from the Kenites, possibly through Levi and
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the Leah group.. Kadesh may have been a Yahweh shrine by the
time Levi was associated with it. ' But the Rachel group also
knew of Yahweh very early. In fact, there is much to be said,
according to von Rad, for the thesis that it was really the
house of Joseph which first brought Yahwistic faith to the
Leah tribes. So at the important point of the origin of the
faith itself it is difficult to separate the "pre-Israel i te"
clans.
The same difficulty is encountered in the matter of a
tribal experience in Egypt. Levi (and Moses) must be associated
with a migration to Egypt, so must another section of
the clans who apparently suffered conscription in the Delta
region. Moreover, it is the Exodus and Deliverance (Egypt
50
Rad, TIHT, p. 9.
^^Ibid,, p. 12.
^^Ibid., p. 16.
Ibid. J p. 12.
^^Ibid., p. 13.
43
themes) which are particularly tied to the Joseph clans in
Joshua 24.
One may ask if there is sufficient evidence to support
the assertion that the Settlement tradition (summarized in
Deut. 26:5-9) and the Sinai (Covenant) traditions were origi
nally separate and only later fused in the history. The
canonical scheme of redemption from Deliverance to Entry did
not include Sinai, according to von Rad. But the whole point
of the Joshua 24 setting where the Settlement tradition is
56
rehearsed was the acceptance of the Sinai Covenant. Has
von Rad taken this enough into account?
Further, since for von Rad the two are of separate
origin, and since he believes that the Sinai tradition was
recited at Shechem, he is forced to prove that the creedal
summary of Deuteronomy 26 did not center in Shechem (as one
would think from Joshus 24), but. rather in Gilgal. This
association of the Settlement tradition with Gilgal was
secondary, says von Rad. In light of this evidence, can the
separation of the two traditions be so confidently maintained,
55Rad, PH, pp. 41ff., 53, and Bright, EIRHW, pp. 105-06.
56g. E. Wright, "Cult and History; a Study of a Current
Problem in Old Testament Interpretation," Interpretation, XVI
(January, 1962), 3-20.
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and can this be taken as an indication that the original tribes
were diverse?
Since recent Old Testament scholarship has made much
of moderating the rigid developmental scheme of nineteenth
century criticism, it is fair to ask another question. Has
von Rad not constructed his own rather rigid developmental
hypothesis? And does this scheme not pivot on the Solomonic
Enlightenment and find its most valuable support in the assum
ption of a dynamistic world view in the pre-monarchy cult?
One needs only observe how various traditions are dated on the
basis of their "enlightenment" atmosphere and their knowledge
of God's hiddenness to see the importance of this developmental
scheme (Gen. 28; 45:5-8; 50:20; Judg. 9; Ruth 1:8; 2:12, 20;
4:13; I Sam. 16:14; II Sam. 5:10; I Kings 12:15).^^
The Enlightenment is very important for placing the
Yahwist, the artist who allegedly collected the mass of free-
floating traditions and wove them into a theological master
piece. But must one wait until the monarchy to find an "Enligh
tened" Yahweh community? Must items which admittedly speak
of magic and of a totally sacral outlook outside of Israel
indicate the same in the Yahweh cult? It had such unusual
capabilities for "demy thol og i zi ng " and for historical reflection,
would it be surprising to find the community also released from
a primitive view of reality before the monarchy? It is
Rad, TIHT, pp. 49, 51, 54-55, 301.
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worth considering whether the demoralization of cult pictured
in I Samuel 1-3 would have occurred in a society which had
not already broken the mythological, sacral view of reality.
Would a priest of Baal during the same age have dared flaunt
the cult so blatantly? Or would he have feared reprisal from
the spirits connected with the cult? This is not to say that
ancient Israel had a Copernican view of the universe. But
it is valid to ask whether it was bound by the cult as von
Rad assumes prior to the monarchy.
The nature of the demoralization pictured in I Samuel
1-3 must also be more closely observed. Was the demoralization
caused by a philosophical change or an ethical change? Did
this demoralization, like later ones, not involve a rejection
of the ethical demands of the Covenant rather than a rejection
of faith in the cult? In fact, did not the function of the
cult grow in spite of the demoralization? The loss of an
ethical base brought a perversion whereby the cult and not
Yahweh became the object of faith.
These evaluations may not constitute a refutation of von
Rad, but they are valid questions and deserve an answer.
VI. SUMMARY
This chapter has sought to answer the question of who
the Old Testament community was. It was observed that von
Rad feels that it is impossible to make a direct step from the
46
text to Israel's history to answer the question. Instead,
by the history of traditions method, von Rad reconstructs the
origins of the community. He begins with the assumption that
the clans were of diverse origin and proceeds in an attempt
to explain the present history as built around a confessional
outline (Deut. 26:5-9). Criteria for answering the question
of who was a member of the community were taken from von
Rad and arranged under three major assertions warranted by
the evidence. For von Rad the community was composed of those
(1) acknowledged Yahweh as God of Israel, (2) who before the
monarchy depended upon the Yahweh cult to structure their
world and after David/Solomon saw Yahweh's action in all of
life, and (3) those who were loyal to the cult objects, the
Ark and the Tent.
It is now appropriate to consider the uniqueness of
the community, in order to understand better the role which
it played in the origin and development of Old Testament
religion, according to Gerhard von Rad.
CHAPTER III
THE UNIQUENESS OF THE RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY
I. INTRODUCTION
It has already been observed that it appears that biblical
studies could not long be satisfied with the conclusion that
Israel and her faith was but one among many so similar in the
ancient world.
^
Upon further consideration the very items of
environmental contact (such as literature, hymnody, sacrifice,
mythology, and law) which led an earlier generation to obscure
the revelatory nature of Israel's experience, have proved to
demonstrate that Israel's achievement cannot be presented as
a gradual emergence from polytheism. Now one finds men such
as G. E. Mendenhall attempting to express the unusual nature
of Israel in terms of a "mutation" or in other terms of dis
continuity.^ Of course, this is not at all to ignore Israel's
indebtedness to her surroundings.
Task. Von Rad has recognized several points at which
the Old Testament religious community was unique and others
at which it was highly unusual. The purpose of this chapter
"�westermann, EOTH, pp. 42-43 . Cf. also pp. 2-4 above.
^George E. Mendenhall, "Biblical Faith and Cultic Evolu
tion," The Lutheran Quarterly, V (August, 1953), 235.
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is to bring together von Rad's scattered references to the
remarkable nature of the community in a coherent presentation
of his view of its uniqueness. The community's faith itself,
its achievement of history writing, its covenant relation with
Yahweh, Yahweh's exclusive claim to worship, the community's
non-mythological stance, and its law centered in Yahweh will
be considered. The chapter will also present von Rad's
explanation of the source of these remarkable characteristics,
and will note when no explanation is given. Comments of evalua
tion will appear in Section IX.
II. THE COMMUNITY'S FAITH ITSELF.
Historical criticism, says von Rad, is able to discover
much about the "growth of the picture" painted by Israel's
faith, "but the phenomenon of the faith itself, which speaks
now of salvation, now of judgment, is beyond its power to
explain."-^ The unusual quality of this faith was its self-
consciousness, its awareness, of a historical destiny, which
awareness was by no means a late development. An important
tenet of von Rad is that generation after generation of
Israelites entered the community's boundless quest for the
meaning of its own history. While discussing the historical
Rad, TIHT, p. 108.
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work of the Chronicler he expresses his amazement at Israel's
continuing introspection:
Vlhat can we say about the self-consciousness of a
provincial cultic community tolerated by the Persian Empire
which yet portrays history from Adam onwards as taking place
for her own sake.^
This comment on the post-exilic community could well
have been made of nearly any other point in the community's
life. Israel alone among her neighbors was constantly preoc
cupied with her own history, motivated by the faith that her
God was at work in her own life. Why this should have been
von Rad does not say.
III. THE ACHIEVEMENT OF HISTORY WRITING
The community's contemplation of its own history found
characteristic expression in presenting that history, a
theological history. Von Rad considers this expression to
have reached full bloom approximately during the reign of
Solomon.^ At that time Israel first learned to stand back
and look at herself and other nations objectively and first
achieved the ability "to deal with extensive complexes of
connected hi story "--"one of the most momentous advances" in
human sel f-understandi ng .
�
^Ibid.j p. 347.
^Rad, PH, pp. 202-04.
Rad, op. ait., p. 50.
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She had been expressing herself in historical terms for
generations. But von Rad distinguishes between pre- and post-
Yahwist history. He insists that prior to the "Enlightenment"
precipitated by the monarchy, "history" writing consisted
in the stringing together of detached episodes along a theme
of miraculous divine intervention. The faith saw a history
where there was none, saw it by interpreting a variety of
disconnected events as acts of God. This he contrasts with
the Succession Story of II Samuel, for instance, which must
be considered a masterpiece. The intrigues and vicissitudes
of David's rise to power flow in a realism and secularity
completely "without parallel in the ancient East."^
To see the unique character of Israel's accomplishment
one need only compare her with those neighbors who, like herself,
were once semi-nomads, but eventually assumed the form of a
monarchy of sorts. As far as modern scholarship can discover,
apparently neither Moab nor Edom, nor Ammon (her closest
neighbors) ever achieved anything comparable. King lists
abounded in the ancient world, but not meaningful history.
The other pioneer of history writing was Greece; and Israel
o
preceded her by centuries in accomplishing the feat.
'Rad, TIET, p. 316.
g
Rad, FE, p. 67. Cyrus Gordon suggests that Hittite
historiography of the second millennium b. c. might rival
Israel's historical literature. The Hittite "historiography
rose far above anything that Pharaonic Egypt and ancient
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Further points of uniqueness may be observed within this
section: the distinct lack of mythology and idealization in
the community's histories. The former item is most unusual
in the Succession Story; it is an "absolutely unmythol ogical
Q
word." From the very dawn of historical remembrance, as in
the Gilgamesh Epic, kings have been of mythological proportion
and derivation. But not this king or any other king in Israel.
The latter item, the lack of idealization, tends to place
Israel's unique sense of history toward the dawn of her exis
tence. For even in the national epic, the historical saga of
Genesis, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob--the characters most likely
to be extravagantly magni f i ed--were drawn with a minimum of
idealization, with a "sober realism. "^'^ Even Israel's etiolo
gies assumed the form of sober historical explanation.
Von Rad himself recognizes that the achievement of
history writing did not occur without preparatory antecedents.
VJhat he calls (following E. Schwartz) a "common cultural
Mesopotamia" ever produced, he says. Although he thinks both
Hebrew and Greek historiography built on a Hittite substratum,
he still refers to the Hittite accomplishment as the highest
"prior to" the Hebrews, thus recognizing the unusual level of
the Hebrew writing. Gordon's position merits further study.
Cyrus H. Gordon, Before the Bible (St. James's Place, London:
Collins, 1962), p. 96.
9
Rad, loc, ait.
Rad, Genesis, p. 34.
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consciousness" v/as among these antecedents.^^ His explanation
for the lack of idealization is that God himself captured the
central place in the narrative, and men consequently fell
into the background . ^ ^
Dr. von Rad suggests three factors which he feels predis
posed Israel toward this achievement of history writing: (1)
a "historical sense," the capacity to experience history
consciously, to which etiological saga may be regarded as a
prelude; (2) an "outstanding talent for narrative presentation;"
and (3) a religious predisposition to view unusual events as
1 c
interventions of God.'^
IV. ITS COVENANT RELATIONSHIP WITH YAHWEH
Von Rad does not actually state that Israel's covenant
relationship with Yahweh her God was unique. But he recognizes
that it was very unusual. Such a covenant relationship with
God was possible only with Israel's Yahweh who was revealed
as an independent, personal will, the one who could initiate
^^Rad, Fll, p. 203 , citing Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. I,
pp. 41ff.
1 2
Rad, op..oit>, pp. 34-35.
13
Rad, op . ait, p . 168.
1 4
Ibid., p. 170
^ ^
Ibid.
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and sustain such a covenant relationship, a revelation in
itself unique. Scholars frequently compare Israel's covenant
to Hittite suzerainty treaties (as von Rad does), but not to
other near Eastern examples v/hich were, like Israel's
"treaties" between a people (or a man) and a God.^^ Did even
the Nabateans whom Alt considers significant for light on
Israel's early religious life ever experience a covenant
with their deity? The Nabateans' ancestral cult, the worship
of "Der Gott Der VSter," is said to have had a God-man/men
relationship unrelated to any certain shrine. But one does
not hear of a covenant which was important to them.
A significant aspect of the Covenant in Israel is the
fact that the community's earliest remembrances included some
sort of covenant with its God, from the ancestral covenants
down to the momentous Sinai event. For von Rad, these are two
originally separate complexes of tradition, though they both
contain a remembrance of this unusual facet of Israel's
communi ty .
Moreover, the covenant relationship presupposed another
unusual item (treated more fully later): the Covenant making
God grants the relationship to the community, thereby
Rad, TIET, pp. 130-31 .
Ibid., 132.
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excluding notions of a mythological, natural relationship
between God and the community.
V. YAHWEH'S EXCLUSIVE CLAIM TO WORSHIP
The first commandment, prohibiting the worship of
other gods, does not occur in the Shechemite dodecologue
(Deut. 27:15ff.) which von Rad considers to have been earlier
than the Exodus summary. But other references (Ex. 22:19,
20; 23:13) make it clear that the cultic intolerance of
Yahweh worship was a characteristic of the community from the
beginning. This intolerance is unique in the history of
religions. Yahweh claimed exclusive worship while all
around Israel cultic tolerance prevailed among the devotees
of different shrines.
To interpret the first commandment as a monotheistic
dictum would be a mistake, says von Rad. It presupposes
a polytheistic setting. Other gods are taken for granted as
in much of the Old Testament, but Yahweh demanded that
Israel worship him alone. Von Rad feels that the tribes,
confined at first to the central hill country, did not
frequently encounter other cult deities; hence the earlier
^^Ibid., pp. 26, 208.
1 9
What about the earliest group at Kadesh?
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Deuteronomy 27:15ff. omits the restriction on worship. But
before long contact with Baal, Bethel, Dagon, Astarte, Anath,
Asherah and others forced Israel to express her own position
in relation to these gods and their cults.
The history of the cult is the history of Israel's
struggle to implement the first commandment. Ordinarily we
have only the results of long struggles of the Yahweh cult
to maintain itself during the adaption to Canaanite surroundings
--results such as lists of sacral regulations. But on
occasions it is obvious that from the beginning Yahweh worship
pers were aggressive in pressing Yahweh's claim to exclusive
worship. And in the long run the community could not be
satisfied with merely the peaceful separation of the cults.
Von Rad will not commit himself on the "tricky" question
of the origin of monotheism. He does insist that it was not
a "philosophic reduc t i on . "^^ Israel was not interested so
much in the philophy of religion as in the interpretation
of her history and the practice of her faith. Even later
when ethical monotheism was finally stated, it was still
unique in its day. Von Rad attempts to reflect this by
21
phrasing the concept as something "granted" to the community.
At the same time he says that ethical monotheism was the result
20Rad, TIET, p. 211.
'^'^Ibid,, p. 210.
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of a "process of recognition," a product of "theological
22
reflexion," While the refined statement of monotheism must
not be read into the first commandment, montheism was
"a realization which was not granted to her without the long
2 "5
discipline" of that first commandment.
According to the Old Testament, Yahweh's exclusive claim
to worship was rooted in the saving history. He had brought
them out of Egypt and so had a right to claim their undivided
allegiance. Other gods had no such historical connection, no
grounds for a comparable claim on Israel. Nor did they apparently
have historical grounds to make such a claim in their own cults.
Only Yahweh and his community shared a history which the Old
Testament gives as the grounds for the first commandment.
VI. ITS NON-MYTHOLOGICAL STANCE
This unique stance of the Israelite religious community
in the mythological world of her neighbors is certainly one
of the fundamental differences between it and all of the ancient
Near East. Von Rad discusses Israel's unprecedented demytho-
logization more than he does her actual non- (or anti-)
mythological stance. Brevard Childs, in his preface to Myth
and Reality in the Old Testament, states that "the Old
Testament developed a concept of reality which came in to
'^'^Ihid., p. 211.
'^'^Ihid.
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conflict with the mythical" [italics not in ori g i na 1 ] . ^'^ But
von Rad has indicated that from the very beginning of the
religious community the non-mythological frame of reference
determined several of her concepts. This would seem to defy
explanation except as either a most astounding achievement of
the community, or as a decisive disclosure from beyond it.
Von Rad has no explanation.
Non-mythological creation. Whatever one may or may
not see of remains of earlier myth in Genesis one, and whenever
one considers this chapter to have received its final form,
it is certain that at a very ancient date Israel lived under
the influence of a non-mythological concept of creation.
Discussing another subject, the guidance of Yahweh, von Rad
is again brought back to a belief "already latent in principle
in the earliest Jahwism--that Jahweh is the cause of all
things. "^^ The idea may have been latent, but according to
von Rad it did not become an independent, relevant doctrine
of creation. The community had a freedom in history through
^^Brevard S. Childs, Myth and Reality in the Old Testament
{studies in Biblical Theology, No. 27. eds. C. F. D. Moule,
J. Barr, Floyd V. Filson, and G. Ernest Wright, second edition;
55 Bloomsbury Street, London: S. C. M. Press, Ltd., 1962), p. 7.
^^Rad, TIET, p. 53.
^^Rad, RE, p. 142.
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the recognition of Yahweh's saving acts, and so did not need
to express creation ideas in the form of Canaanite nature
myths. Rather she instinctively connected this act of God
also to the saving history, says von Rad. Thus the community's
doctrine of creation constantly found expression in soterio-
logical references: Yahweh who created you will redeem you
(Ps. 23; 74; 89; 136; 148; Is. 40:27ff.; 42:5; 43:1;
44:24b-28; 54:5; et, at.).
Von Rad considers it no surprise that in Canaan, where
creation myths abounded, it should have "occurred" to Israel
27
to connect creation with Yahweh. In doing so she probably
took over a scheme of creation events heavily influenced by
Old Sumerian myths whose themes were part of the Canaanite
? 8
1 i tera ture .
Israel's reactions to her Canaanite environment
demonstrate that she lived in a freedom produced by a concept
of a God who had caused all things. How can Israel's amazing
"self-preservation vis-d-vis the mythicising of sex" in Canaan
be explained apart from the presupposition that sex is creature-
29
ly and has nothing to do with God or his mode of existence.
Yahweh was never identified with sex except by bold prophetic,
^^Rad, op. ait. J p. 136.
^^Ibid., p. 164.
^^Ibid., p. 28.
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poetic expressions completely void of any real mythological
content (Hos. 1-3; Ezek. 16; 23). Nor was sex tolerated in
the cult except in periods of decadence, and then it was
stoutly condemned. Von Rad attributes this remarkable fact
3 0to "a very positive doctrine of creation," at least in nuce.
The community's view of its own origin was also sobered
by its non-mythological doctrine of creation. No line could
be drawn directly from creation to Israel, allowing her to
claim unique or divine origin for herself. There was no legiti
mation in her own origins. Instead, the line proceeded from
the creation of a man to the many nations. Out of them all
Yahweh himself sovereignly chose the man, the family, and then
the community to and through whom to reveal himself.
11on-mythological festivals . Von Rad considers most
of the community's non-mythological festivals to have been
a product--a triumph of Israel's saving history over the many
agricultural festivals absorbed from Canaanite culture. Being
of bedouin origin, the community had no festivals to celebrate
r\->n ny or the harvest. The or i g i nal 1 y diverse clans had their
shepherd festivals. But the Yahweh faith, according to von
Rad, related all of these to its salvation history, stripping
them of both their original historical setting and the mytho-
30Rad, TIHT, p. 28,
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logical trappings which saturated the festivals. This was
hi s tor i c i za t i on , a common community phenomenon in Israel in
von Rad's opinion.
An example is the' Passover festival of the Yahweh
community. This undoubtedly had its cultic origin in the
shepherd festival of the pre-Settl ement clans, perhaps taken
from the time of the shearing of the sheep. But the stories
of the death of the first-born, etc., "were developed in
conjunction with the historical explanation of the old tradi
tional custom of the sacrifice of the Passover observed by
3 1
the nomadic shepherds." And the Passover itself was related
to the miraculous delverance from Egypt which one group of
the tribes experienced, with not a concrete shred of the old
festival remaining. It should be remembered that this process
has been so thorough that it is impossible to reconstruct the
earlier festival as anything more than hypothetical. At the
earliest appearance of the Passover, it is celebrated as an
anticipation (later a commemoration) of an act of God and has
no living connection whatever with a prior festival posited
by the scholar.
It is significant that this festival and others oommemo-
vated God's acts. They recalled (probably by drama and recitation)
Martin Noth, The History of Israel (second edition;
New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1960), p. 114. See
further discussion in his Vherlieferungsgesohichte des
Penteteuch (1948). pp. 70ff.
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Yahweh's interventions. They did not effect a continuing
delivevanae by the cult. They did not merely give historical
dress to dramatic action intended to effect salvation. Instead,
the cult concerned itself with praise, confession, and inter
nal renewal in the celebration of the gracious acts of God.^^
3 3
Non-mythological king. Ancient Near Eastern kings
were commonly considered to be the son of a god or of the gods.
The king was god for the people. When the king participated
in the cult, it was the god acting. He died, rose, and gave
law in the form of the king. And so in Israel the king was
called Yahweh's "son," but the believer in Israel was under
no delusion. The king had been adopted by Yahweh, not begot
ten in any physical sense. The king, in spite of the splendor
of his person and the variety of his offices, had no more claim
to deity than the lowest peasant.
In fact in the community's very first monarch, it
became apparent that the king ruled by a charisma, sovereign
ly bestowed upon him by God. When he became morally unfit to
bear the charisma^ he also forfeited his right to rule in
Yahweh's behalf. He was only ruling by virtue of a commission
G. Ernest Wright, "Cult and History; A Study of a
Current Problem in Old Testament Interpretation," Interpretation,
XVI (January, 1962), 18-19.
33
Rad, TIHT, pp. 41 , 313-16.
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from Yahweh.
This had at least two practical results. First, Israel's
appear in the history with realism and secularity. Their
talents, achievements and virtues in no way gloss over the
reality of their character defects and moral failure. The
king was a man to be recorded like the others, measured in
stature by whether or not he obeyed Yahweh. Secondly, the king
was not immune to prophetic censure, since he sustained the
same ethical relationship to Yahweh as other Israelites.
Acting on God's behalf, a righteous prophet could rebuke as
well as praise the ki ng--wi tness Samuel and Nathan right at
the start. The kings frequently did not tolerate this, but
none questioned the prophet's right to do it.
Limitation of magic. Some would feel that "limitation"
is too qualified a word to use here. But von Rad does not
allow a stronger statement to be made of the early cult. He
judges several items (e.g., transmission of clean and unclean)
which had magical significance in Israel's surroundings to
have meant essentially the same thing within Israel. The
early Yahweh cult, he says, was still under the spell of a
dynamistic world view. The forces of nature were alive to
them and could be manipulated if one performed the proper
cultic actions.
But it is plain that whenever magic revealed itself as
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a technique for influencing the deity or as a means of usurping
34
power reserved to Yahweh, there was rebuke. For from the
beginning Yahweh was known as a person with a will, not a
force to be manipulated. Magic in law and in the sanctuary
were also limited, if not excluded, in Israel's non-mythological
cu 1 1 .
VII. YAHWEH'S JURISDICTION IN ITS LAW
Yahweh sustained a unique relationship to the community's
law. As the texts now stand, it was Yahweh who actually
gave the law; he was the source. Even the form of some of
Israel's law, the apodictic "Thou shalt," has been called
3 5
unique to Israel. This has been challenged with parallels
from Hammurapi's Code and from Middle Assyrian Laws.^^ But
as Mendenhall has observed, these are really not parallels,
37
since they are all impersona 1 --i n the third person. A paral
lel from a Hittite treaty between Mursilis and Kupanta-KAL is
closer to the Israelite apodictic form. There, in a mixture
^^Rad, TIHT, p. 31 .
George E. Mendenhall, Law and Covenant in Israel and
the Ancient 11ear East (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: The Biblical
Colloquium, 1955), p. 7, citing Alt, Die Rusprunge des israeli-
tischen Rechts (Leipzig, 1934).
Pritchard, AHET , p. 183, note 24.
37
Mendenhall, loc. c%t.
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of case law and apodictic similar to Exodus 21-23, one finds,
"thou Shalt not desire any territory of the land of Hatti. "-^^
But whether the form was unique to Israel or not, in
her writings it was actually Yahweh who gave the law. Whereas
in the Hittite parallel it was the king who spoke, in Exodus
20 the law is put into Yahweh's mouth: "Thou shalt (not)."
And although Hammurapi claims to have been "called" by the
gods to give the law, and though it was the kings's duty to
maintain justice, the law was obviously not from Anum or Enlil,
3 9
but it was from Hammurapi. What Hammurapi's calling meant
"in practice is probably that the legal policies were deter
mined by the king and therefore received divine sanction."'''''^
But in Israel Yahweh was the source of law.^^ Whether one
feels that Israel's laws were personalized by being placed in
God's mouth for cultic purposes, or feels that Yahweh actually
did speak Israel's law to her, it is plain to von Rad and to
others that the community felt its law to have been given to
it by God.
And there is reason to give this conviction weight.
Though there are many apparent affinities between Israelite
^^Ibid.
39
Pritchard, op. cit . , pp. 164-65.
40
Mendenhall, op. ait., p. 4.
'^^Rad, op. ait. J p. 33.
42
Rad, SDj p. 12.
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law and other ancient Near East law, further examination
reveals that sociologically and juristically "the laws are
fundamentally not really comparabl e . "^^ The practical results
of Yahweh's jurisdiction in Israel are noticeable. Yahweh
was lord of life, and when a life had been taken the offender
was immediately accountable to Yahweh. Public punishment by
due process of law was part of early community law. Contrary
to some other ancient codes where social standing figured
in the degree of guilt or liability, the equal rights of all
before Yahweh were presupposed by the Book of the Covenant.
The "human element," a leniency no doubt rooted in the religious
constraint, moderated Israel's law. Von Rad's explanation
of this last item is that the human element in the law
"has its roots in the time long before the Settlement, in the
old ethic of brotherhood obtaining amongst the neighborly
nomadic clans. "^^ It is obvious that the stamp of Yahweh was
upon the law of the community.
Von Rad does not explain why Israel saw her law in such
a peculiar relation to Yahweh except that on occasion she may
have wished to legitimate a practice by assigning it to Yahweh.
43 Rad, TIET, p. 31.
^^Ibid.t p. 32, citing Max Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 69.
VIII. ITS VETO ON IMAGES
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Von Rad feels that even in the ancient world deities
were seldom actually identified with images. Men have known
from time immemorial that the gods could not be confined to
images, he says. But the worship of images is a matter of
the mode of revelation which one feels his god to have chosen.
The ancients felt divine powers close to them and visible
through the whole world, especially through the transparency
of something authorized by a god for its manifestation. Thus
the pious man, seeking as many means of knowing his god as
possible, naturally gathered a multitude of images around him.
Von Rad says that the Old Testament veto is "the most
abrupt affront" to the pagan concept of revelation. "Absolute
ly no way of transition" can be found from the worshippers of
idols "to Israel's prohibition of images." The command in
Deuteronomy 27:15 is i nexpl icabl e 1 Von Rad feels that the
Exodus 20 form was later and should be interpreted as an assault
on syncretism.
IX. EVALUATION
That one can even attempt to write a chapter on the unique
ness of the Old Testament religious community from an analysis
^^Ibid., p. 214.
"^^Ibid., pp. 214-15.
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of his works is a tribute to von Rad. He has uncovered points
for which he has no explanation and has boldly included them
in his discussion with the admission that Israel was a "stran
ger" in the ancient world.
Von Rad brings Israel's immediate environment and the
heritage of the ancient world to bear on the Old Testament text
for whatever light will fall from them. But he has keenly
read beneath the many affinities and has penetrated fundamental
differences (e.g., in his treatment of law) which a past
generation overlooked.
One is grateful to have the fruit of such scholarship
available to him.
On the other hand, there are questions which arise after
the preceding review of von Rad's concept of Israel's uniqueness.
1. History writing. According to von Rad the experience
of the early monarchy precipitated the achievement of history
writing in Israel, a community already disposed to that accomp
lishment by (1) a historical consciousness, (2) a talent for
narrative presentation, and (3) a religious predisposition.
One wonders if the role of the "Solomonic Enlightenment"
has not been unduly stressed and the matters of predisposition
under-emphasized. It must be recalled that the contention that
the enlightened Yahwist had no precursor in history writing
is far from proven. 47 A comparison with Israel's environment
Rad, Genesis, p. 22.
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reveals nothing to indicate that adopting a monarchy tended
to produce history writing. Israel's closest neighbors, Edom,
Moab and Ammon, experienced a progression of history similar
to hers, but they apparently never achieved the writing of
hi story .
Does the reason for the accomplishment lie elsewhere?
Perhaps it is in the remarkable faith of the nation which
predisposed it to historical presentation. But this faith
is itself quite without explanation and leaves one still
asking why Israel achieved the writing of history.
Von Rad has not strongly associated the problem with
the community's non-mythological stance. But one wonders what
else would have enabled it to rise above the hum-drum of a
cyclical existence to believe in and write about a history
with a beginning and direction. These observations certainly
are not explanations any more than are von Rad's suggestions.
They do illustrate the fact that one soon begins explaining
one unique characteristic with another. Thus it appears that
the best answer may actually lie in the source of Israel's
total uniqueness, whatever that source might have been, and
not in some characteristic which points beyond itself to some
thing more basic.
2. Covenant with Yahweh. Von Rad has called attention
to Israel's unusual covenant with Yahweh and to the concept of
him which made such a covenant possible. However, the fact
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that apparently Israel alone entered such a covenant with a
personal God has been somewhat overlooked. It was noticed
that von Rad compares Israel's covenant with Hittite suzerainty
treaties. But more than this can be said.
AllET contains translations of significant Egyptian and
Hittite treaties. One would expect something as important
as an ancient treaty with a god to be found there. But only
treaties between the Hittites and Egyptians, between Hattusilis
and Ramses II, Mursilis and Duppi-tessub of Amurru, and a god
list from a treaty between Su ppi 1 u 1 i uma s and Mattiwaza appear.
Furthermore, in the god list, the contracting parties
are men; the gods are only witnesses to enforce the treaty.
"These gods of the contracting parties may bring misery. . . ."
In the prologue of the Code of Hammurapi, Hammurapi is
said to have been "named" by Anum and Enlil "to promote the
50
welfare of the people," and to have been "called" by Enlil.
But this is not a covenant relationship. Mo gracious acts of
the gods bring Hammurapi or the people into a lasting, benefi
cent fellowship with either Anum or Enlil. This must be
contrasted with the clear intentions of grace and the lasting
48pritchard, ANET, pp. 199-206.
^^Ibid., p. 206.
^^Ibid., p. 164.
70
relationship underlying Genesis 12:2; 17:2, 9ff.; Exodus
23:22, 30ff.; and 24:3-8.
3. Exclusive claim to worship and monotheism. The
question of the origin of monotheism is difficult for von Rad.
Whether it was by a philosophical reduction or theological
reflection or was granted, the community itself was responsible
for the attainment under the discipline of the first command
ment. Again one discovers that one unique item, ethical
monotheism, is partially "explained" by the discipline of
another unique thing, the exclusive claim to worship. The
net result appears to be that von Rad really accounts for
little.
In addition, the implications of the early presence of
the exclusive claim upon the community do not seem to have
been realized fully. Von Rad's treatment of Yahweh's exclusive
claim uncovers several aspects of the early community and her
God. (a) Yahweh at the beginning claimed exclusive worship.
(b) The earliest community recognized a history with Yahweh
which justified his right to that claim. (c) The community
from the beqinning was exclusive and had capacity for aggres
sively pressing the demand of Yahweh.
Contrast this preceding paragraph with the following
positions of von Rad. (a) Yahweh was a stranger to the arable
land, and his cult could not fully satisfy the tribes' needs
for "perfect" relation to the new land. (b) Each tribe
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had an early history completely separate from the others.
(c) The early Yahweh cult did not require conformity to a
central body of tradition. The tribes worshipped a variety
of local deities (naturally and not in apostacy).
Of course, these contrasts reflect a variety of contexts
in von Rad and must not be used as proof texts to show contra
dictions in him. But it is fair to ask whether the implications
of Yahweh's ancient, exclusive claim to worship have sufficiently
influenced the reconstruction of the community's origins and
development in von Rad's history.
4. Non-mythological stance. Whereas von Rad treats
demyt hoi og i za t i on in Israel, the fundamental characteristic
which made such a discussion possible appears relatively to
have been untouched.
Is von Rad saying all that the evidence will allow when
he states that Israel's amazing preservation from mythicized
sex was due to a "positive doctrine of creation," at least
in nucel^^ Is it not apparent that from the very beginning
of their first contacts with Canaan the clans seem to have
maintained a basically non-mythological stance? Even though
the community's own concept of God was allegedly given consider
able content by Canaanite "theology," it was kept from even
the attempt to consider Yahweh seriously in sexual activity.
SI Rad, TIHT, p. 28.
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This means that from the outset a non-mythological concept
of creation which distinctly separated Creator from creature
was restraining syncretism at this point.
Von Rad is not surprised that it should have occurred
to Israel to connect Yahweh with creation in an environment
like Canaan where creation myths supposedly abounded. Whether
or not one may properly speak of Canaanite creation myths
as a literature available to us is debatable. In Genesis one
finds extended poetry dealing with the specific topics of origins
and creation. But is this true of Canaan? Von Rad probably
has the Ugaritic literature in mind when he speaks of "Canaanite"
material since (outside of the personal correspondence of the
Amarna Letters) there is no other major source for Canaanite
writings. At Ugarit there is no creation myth--only scattered
references. Wright goes so far as to assert that "the Hebrew
stories of the Creation and the Flood in Gen. 2 and 6-9 do not
5 2
resemble anything in either Egyptian or Canaanite literature."
Even granting a Canaanite creation mythology, is such
a "natural" explanation as von Rad suggests adequate? If so,
why did it not dawn on more people in the Palestinian are to
make such a positive connection, void of mythological content,
between the universe and their gods? Moreover, the approach
of Israel to creation is really separated from Canaanite thought
52g, Ernest Wright, Biblical Archaeology (Philadelphia:
The Westminster Press, 1957), p. 44.
73
by a chasm of insight and sobriety which, together with the
other evidence, makes one wonder if she did not enter Canaan
with a non-mythological doctrine of creation.
Von Rad's brief treatment of the "limitation" of magic
in Israel gives one the same impression. Is this all the
evidence allows to be said? Of course, he is making the
judgment on the basis of the presence in Israel of items which
elsewhere certainly meant the use of magic. But since it is
so apparent that the community approached life non-my tho 1 og i ca 1 ly ,
is it assuming too much to suggest that the main stream of
Yahwism might have broken with magic considerably before the
"Enl ightenment?"
5. Yahweh and the law. After noting that Israel's law
was fundamentally not comparable with other ancient Near East
law because of Yahweh's relation to it, von Rad (as cited
above) explains the humanitarian spirit of the law as having
"its roots in the time long before the Settlement, in the old
ethic of brotherhood obtaining amongst the neighborly nomadic
53
clans." What was there about the pre- Israel i te clans that
made them more "brotherly" than other nomadic tribes? Have
men ever really known an "ethic of brotherhood" on their own?
Actually the history of the Israelites shows that they themselves
were capable of grave injustic, even to their own brothers.
S^Rad, TIHT, p. 32.
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The community's explanation is more convincing than von Rad's:
Yahweh was the source of its law.
6. The unique community. Von Rad has carefully presen
ted various remarkabl e--at points plainly unique--characteri s-
tics of the Old Testament religious community. At several
junctures he attempted to account for these unusual features,
e.g., preservation from mythicized sex by a latent creation
concept, and humanitarian law by an ethic of brotherhood.
Several times he felt that there was no explanation and said
so, e.g., intolerance, veto on images.
When all the unique characteristics are brought together
as in this chapter, one senses what a phenomenal figure Israel
really was in her world. It is not as though Israel had one
of these traits, Moab another, and Edom another. Instead,
all of these characteristics, which proved to be of positive
value historically, were compounded in one small community.
And the community itself was apparently not different from
its neighbors in native intelligence, physical strength,
natural desires, or su scepta bi 1 i ty to moral failure.
Since the community's whole character was unique, and
since the community did give its own explanation for its
remarkable nature, can one rest with von Rad's assertion that
the community is inexplicable at points? Is it wise at other
points to accept moderate explanations for a community which
was so radically different from its environment?
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Von Rad's solutions contrast with the community's own
explanation. His answers rise from the community itself. The
community's Answer breaks into its history from without,
disclosing his own unique self to the community, making it
share that uniqueness. Though von Rad would surely affirm
that Israel's remarkable character grew out of Yahweh's
action in her life, Yahweh's place in the explanations is
practically nil. The results indicate that von Rad's working
assumption is that the community had within itself the source
of its own uniqueness, regardless of what his theological
affirmations might be.
The matter of historicization demonstrates this situation.
If it should be proved that somewhere in Israel's pre-Exodus
history there was a shepherd's festival, one has the community's
own testimony of how the historicization occurred. The communi
ty received a disclosure from Yahweh which gave content and
significance to the celebration and anchored it inseparably
in a concrete experience of deliverance before that deliverance
occurred. So it is with the other festivals. Yahweh chose
the facets of Israel's environment which could serve her cultic
purposes and his revelatory designs. This was the community's
witness and should not be ignored as a possible explanation.
An extremely unusual situation admits of extremely unusual
a nswers .
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If one does not accept the community's answer, he
should say so and should offer a comparably strong explanation
of his own, showing wherein the community's solution is unaccept
able.
X. SUMMARY
This chapter has shown the several points which von
Rad recognizes as unique in the Old Testament religious
community: its faith itself, its achievement of history writing,
Yahweh's exclusive claim to worship, and its veto on images.
It has also indicated some facets of the community which were
not exactly considered unique by von Rad, but at least highly
remarkable. It has sought at points to demonstrate by
organization of the material that some remarkable aspects of
the community may be best accounted for as the expected
consequences of a basic point of uniqueness. Thus, several
unusual aspects such as Israel's creation concepts, her
festival historicization, her sober kingship and the limitation
of magic, are perhaps best explained as the result of a funda
mentally non-mythological stance, which stance points beyond
itself for explanation. All of these characteristics of
the Old Testament community "have manifest something of the
mystery of Israel, something of her nature as a stranger and
a sojourner among the rel igi ons .
"^^
54Rad, TIHT, p. 214.
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Having discussed the character and composition of the
community according to von Rad, one can intelligently consider
the role of that community in the origin and development of
Old Testament religion. This role will be considered in
the writing of history, the production of theology, and the
formation of law.
CHAPTER IV
THE COMMUNITY'S ROLE IN THE WRITING OF ITS HISTORY
I. INTRODUCTION
Task. The purpose of this chapter is to present von
Rad's view of the community's role in the writing of its
history. It se�ks to reveal the nature of that history and
the community's attitude toward and concept of its history.
The role of ti.e community in the revision and creation of
the history will be discussed, attempting to show why and how,
in von Rad's opinion, the community assumed this role. A
brief evaluation of von Rad's position appears in Section VI
followed by a summary.
Method a?id limitation. As before, the presantation
rests on an analysis of von Rad's references to the community's
history. The chapter seeks to present von Rad's position, and
does not attempt a summary of either the actual history or
von Rad's discussion of it.
II. ISRAEL CONFESSED HER HISTORY
Confessional nature of the history. It must be clear
at the outset that this chapter, and particularly this section,
discusses the history which Israel's faith composed, not the
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"critical picture of the history as it really was" [italics
not in original].^ Such a critical history, drav/n with the
aid of the historical method, presupposes the similarity of
all historical occurrence. Von Rad would not reject the
biblical history given to us by the community as unhistorical
simply because it came from the community. But the biblical
picture is drawn from completely different presuppositions.
The community did not suppose that all historical events were
similar. It did assume that upon occasion Yahweh intervened
in history to such an extent that the event was radically
different from what it would normally have been. At times
the only explanation which the community knew to give was
that God had acted; according to their history frequently Yahweh
had told them in advance what he was going to do. This is
what they believed and confessed.
Von Rad insists that the nature of this history be kept
in mind. "This Israel, of which the Old Testament presentations
of the history have so much to say, is the object of faith,
and the object of a history constructed by faith."'' As he says
elsewhere, "The Hexateuch shows us a picture of the saving
iRad, TIHT, p. 107.
^Ibid., p. 118.
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history that is drawn up by faith, and is accordingly
3
confessional in character." When one confesses something
to be true, he either believes that what he is speaking is the
truth, or he does not. A reading of the Hexateuch gives the
impression that the Old Testament history presents what the
general religious community actually conceived to have been
its history. Thus such words as "confessional" and "creedal"
are appropriate descriptions of the history.
According to von Rad, the pivotal points in the confession
were acts of Yahweh, in Israel. It is not the affirmation that
Israel had come out of Egypt which reveals the nature of
Israelite history. But when Israel said that Yahweh had
brought her out of Egypt, that was a confession of faith. Von
Rad asserts that, "from first to last Israel manifestly
takes as her starting-point the absolute priority in theology
of event over *' logos* ."'^
The preceding statement is very strong, but it indicates
how completely von Rad feels one is dependent upon the
community's confession for the content of its history.
The One-Israel concept. According to von Rad, the
history is a composite of many divergent traditions. But
upon reading the Hexateuch, the unity of the history impresses
^Ibid., p. 107. Also Genesis, p. 39.
4
Ibid., p. 116.
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one, not the diversity. This unity was not a chance result.
Von Rad says this was "the outcome of a strong tendency toward
unification which dominates the whole process of the growth
of a work like the Hexateuch. "^
This comment on a "tendency toward unification" is not
von Rad's most important word on the unity of the Hexateuch.
He places his full weight on the assertion that
the driving force behind this gigantic achievement
[the coalescing of originally divergent traditions] was
the conviction that all the traditions, mutually remote
and isolated as they may at one time have been, had to
do with Israel . . . for throughout it is the one Israel
which this carefully constructed picture of the history
has in view.�
The "One-Israel" concept was the unifying principle in the
development of the hexateuchal history. The strong conviction
that "Israel" was the people of God, a people acting as a unit
and being treated by Yahweh as a unit, ordered and unified the
history.
The Yahwist and the One-Israel. Remembering von Rad's
views of Israel's origins, one wonders immediately when the
One-Israel concept began to effect the picture formatively.
Von Rad asserts that it was the Yahwist who first systematically
gathered the history about the One-Israel principle,'^ As will
5Rad, TIBT, p. 118.
^Ihid., p. 70.
^Rad, FE, p. 70.
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be seen later, this was not the only contribution of the
Yahwist, but certainly it was one of his most important ones.
Essentially two types of material were at his disposal:
a mass of free-floating traditions now cut loose from their
o
cultic moorings, and a traditional, confessional outline.
The free-floating traditions had been the cult legends and
etiologies of many local sanctuaries and had participated
in a reciprocal hallowing. They derived their authority
from the sanctity of the shrines, the center of their etio
logical point. ^ At the same time they authenticated the
shrines and cults themse 1 ves . ^ ^ But for some time preceding
the monarchy, and especially in the early days of the kingdom,
the naivete of the cultic community began to disappear as
the nation came of age and realized that God did not work
in the cult alone. Depending upon the degree of the "libera-
Rad, Genesis^ p. 19.
^Ibid. That this was true follows from the fact that,
for von Rad, the loss of faith in the shrine's cult freed
(desacral i zed) the etiological tradition.
^'^"These sacral traditions were not some kind of ornamental
addition to the cult; rather, they were its inmost nerve, by
which it lived and from which proceeded the content and form
of its festivals," Ibid., p. 17. "By cult legend ... we
mean a sacred story that tells of a god's appearance . . .
at a place v/hich for that reason became a cultic center . .
. Everything depended upon this legitimacy" [italics not in
original]. Ibid., note*.
'^'^Ibid., pp. 17-18.
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tion" from the cult which the community experienced, there
ensued freedom in, degeneration of, or abandonment of faith
in the cult. In the process, the isolated traditions were
no longer held to their locales, but floated among the people.
It was this maze of disconnected "data" which provided the
general content of the history.
But then the Yahwist, for whose bold creativity von Rad
has notning but admiration, successfully forged "the immense
mass of narrative detail into a supporting and unifying basic
tradition ... by means of the simple plan of that credo
of sacred history" now preserved in such passages as Joshua
1 2
24 and Deuteronomy 26.
Credo, Von Rad believes that the historical summaries
of Deuteronomy 26;5-9; 6:20-24 and Joshua 24:2-13 contain the
skeleton, the table of contents of the whole Hexateuch. These
short summaries, he says, were recited as confessions on cultic
occasions. They recapitulate the saving acts basic to the
history of Israel--the patriarchal origin, the sojourn and
slavery in Egypt, the Exodus, and Conquest--al 1 by the hand
of Yahweh. It was to this skeleton that the Yahwist added
the traditions collected.
This creedal summary did not include the Sinai events.
The two traditions had entirely different themes and were
'^'^Ibid., p. 19.
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1 3recited at different shrines. The Sinai tradition presented
God coming to his people. In the credal summary God's redemp
tive acts were recited. The credo (Settlement tradition)
rigidly excluded mention of Sinai whenever it was used.
Before the Yahwist, there probably had not been an attempt to
fuse the two into one salvation history uniting grace and law.^'^
The summary could not be altered extensively, however.
The Yahwist made some additions, but very fevj. These were i^ostly
1 5
at the begi nni ng--rarely internal. He could not change the
credo materially because it was theologically normative before
the Yahwist ever began his work. The summary was a "canonical
plan of sacred history from the patriarchs to the conquest."''^
When and how the credo became theologically normative
is not clear. It was originally only the affair of a few
tribes around Gilgal where it was originally the cult legend
for tiiat shrine.^'' Yet, in von Rad's opinion, it did become
1 o
theologically binding--a creed. These events, Israel
^Rad, FE, p. 41 .
^
Ibid, J p. 53.
5
Rad, Genesis, pp. 19-23.
^Ibid,, p. 19.
^Rad, op, ait., p. 70.
Ibid., pp. 51-52.
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confessed, were constitutive of her existence. If one
wished to know what a determining number of Israelites
considered to be their history, they evidently would have
pointed to this confessional summary. This is what Israel,
by the time of the early monarchy at the latest, confessed
in faith to be the truth.
III. ISRAEL REVISED HER HISTORY
Each generation of Israelites identified itself with
the history of the community and made that history its own by
entering the quest for the meaning of the history. Von Rad
feels that in the process of passing the traditions through
the generations, the history was changed. Sometimes it was
revised intentionally, sometimes unconsciously. At times
it is difficult to say where revision ends and creation begins.
The purpose of this section is to deal with the community's
role in altering the picture of her history, not in the
actual invention of detail in the stories.
Tendency toward revision. The altering of the history
must be set in the context of the community's tendency toward
revision. Since the history was of a confessional nature,
the transmission was not like passing unimportant trivia from
19Rad, TlET, p. 69.
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generation to generation. The community was passing sacred
records, and vigorously confessed "facts," as it believed
them. Von Rad feels that three different phenomena almost
inevitably occurred when the community wrote (or told) its
hi s to ry .
First, the community tended to represent complex actions
involving tribes and nations in the personal symbolism of an
individual (e.g., Abraham, or Canaan). Second, it tended
to blur historical excl us i veness . 21 Thus, it reported one
event several times in slightly different contexts. Each
time it exemplified the same item of faith. And third, it
tended to glorify events, depicting them with splendour and
a miraculous flavor. The circumstance was thus altered and
given "a magnificence far transcending what it was in reality."
The first of these tendencies would occur almost unconsciously
as a story-teller's device. The second and third tendencies
grew out of the community's exuberance over its God and his
history with the people. In addition, the community tended
to spiritualize events as it passed them along, adding inter
pretation to event in various degrees. At times the interpreta
tion nearly submerged the historical fact. Throughout the Old
^^Ihid., pp. 109-10.
'^^Ibid., pp. 110-11.
'^'^Ihid., p. 111.
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Testament history this spiritualizing pervades the presenta
tion.^^
Revision in the interest of theology. The faith of
the community was the formative factor in the development
(here the revision) of the history. Von Rad states this with
varying force. But the references all point to the conclusion
that what the community believed it recorded as history.
Stated mildly, the Hexateuch is the picture where "everything
is shaped by faith" [italics not in original]. More force
fully he says, "Israel made a picture of Jahweh's control
of history on his people's behalf whose magnificence far
surpassed anything the old and more realistic accounts
offered" [italics not in original]. Discussing the tendency
toward glorification of an event, von Rad asserts that what
was believed was "placed on view as something already effec-
p c
tuated in history." This is how much the community could
revise its history "by faith."
At times this revision was the result of an unobservable
process involving the singing and telling of the traditions
^"^Rad, TIET, p. 108.
24
Ibid., p. 4.
^^Ibid., p. 302.
p c
Rad, "Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament,"
EOTE, ed. Claus Westermann, p. 35.
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by men who had their own opinion about the history, and so
introduced their own coloring. This is part of the process
behind the rise of the Hexateuch's whole presentation, according
to von Rad. The simple confessions of local shrines supplied
the content of the creed's outline in a "general assimilation
27
of the various local traditions in the interests of theology."
Stepping outside the hexateuchal community one may cite
the Deuteronomlst ' s work as an example of intentional theologi
cal revision. The case in point is the theologian's "Name"
theology which assigned Yahweh's throne to the heavens and his
"Name" to dwell in the holy place. This writer (or group of
writers) treated old ideas of the ark as the seat of God's
dwelling in a radically new way. The community had assumed
power over a very sacred item in the history.
One gets the distinct impression, especially as the
period is so late and so reflective, that the intention
is to parry one idea which was no longer compatable
with the new theology. 28
Though this is late in von Rad's opinion, it clearly shows
the extent of the power of revision which he feels the
community to have exercized.
Upon occasion this theological revision was the work of
individuals. The Yahwist and the Elohist are seen by von Rad
^^Rad. op. ait., p. 298.
^^Ibid., p. 238.
89
as superintendents of the faith. They inserted and made
broadening theological applications of old histories in a
general "theological handling of the tradi tions . "^^ So von
Rad calls the Yahvnst "the great collector" who arranged the
whole history from creation to conquest with intended, "definite
theological tensions" arising out of the arranged sequence
of the materials. ^ Von Rad is able to discuss actual peculiari
ties of the Elohist as a "Writer": "In many places one can
recognize almost a systematic theological revision of the
3 1
old traditions."
Revision prompted by need. That people of every age
will seek to re-interpret things sacred to them is only natural.
They do this to understand better that sacred heritage. They
re-interpret in order that their own age may feel the full
message of the traditions. But the revision discussed here
involves more than re- i nterpre tati on or re-application. In
von Rad's opinion it meant the rewriting of the history. The
history was changed in the revision. It was altered as theolo
gical needs shifted. One of the reasons why Israel could
^^Rad, TIET, p. 123-24. Also Genesis, p. 22.
^^Ibid., p. 125.
3 1
Rad, Genesis, p. 25.
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develop historical narratives so profusely, he says, v/as
simply that "the faith needed them.""^^ What the theological
minds considered necessary to the faith they incorporated
into the history. For example, "To satisfy their needs the
Deu teronomi s ti c school . . . wove . . . its own interpretive
interpolations ... as a framework" for the history.
Revision from experience. In von Rad's opinion, certain
sections of the history could not have been written as they
stand before the community had experienced certain things
which he feels are reflected in those histories. The wilderness
experience is a picture of trial and judgment throughout.
These were not the actual circumstances, says von Rad. The
community only composed such a picture after it had experienced
the insecurity, the
" exposedness , " and even the defeat of the
monarchy. In these events Israel saw herself judged. Then,
when she came to write the history of her pre-Settl ement days,
the trial and judgment of the monarchy found their way into
the picture of the wandering.
The judges are presented as men who ruled Israel for the
rest of their lives, says von Rad. This picture "cannot have
come into being apart from the monarchy."^ Before the monarchy
3 2 Rad, op. cit., p. 109.
^^Ibid., p. 119.
^^Ibid., pp. 283-84.
^^Ibid., p. 332.
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Israel had not experienced rulers who held control for life.
So how, he asks, could they have written about judaes ruling
for life before this experience. Thus, history was revised
as later generations wrote their own experiences back into
the early traditions.
Examples of revision. The following examples are
illustrative of von Rad's position and method.
1. To effect the appearance of a cultless society
between Abraham and Moses, "P excised from the traditions
which it inherited all records of sacrifices . . . and in
many other ways . . . distorted the traditional material."
The argument is from silence. Since the references are not
there, someone must have "excised" them, says von Rad.
2. The unity of the history has frequently been achieved
3 7
by a "deliberate process of working over the material."
Such a process has developed the unifying theme of promise
and fulfillment which is threaded throughout the Hexateuch. This
theme has "been subsequently inserted . . . where it was origi-
o o
nally alien." Hence, the community has completely changed
36Rad, TIHT, pp. 240-41 .
^'^Ibid.j p. 167.
^^Ibid.
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the sense of the history. It no longer means what it did
before the community began the "arbitrary re- i nterpretati on
designed to make" the older strata "serviceable for a later
3. The community reported the granting of the Covenant
as history. Von Rad says the Yahwist understood the Covenant
as unilateral. The grace of God had wrought the Covenant.
But later, the Elohist, with an opposing view, included a
definite place for national decision and expanded the history
accordingly (Ex. 24:3-8). To do this the Elohist introduced
a concept which von Rad regards as foreign to the original
se tti ng .
4. A final example has to do with the theological
handling of the Tent and Ark traditions. According to von
Rad, the joining of the Tent and Ark in the tabernacle occur
red in the coalescing of separate traditions. No actual cultic
event should be envisioned. Instead, it was the "result of
41
a theoretic recasting of the old traditions by priests."
These few examples by no means exhaust the possibilities
which could be used to illustrate von Rad's concept of the
age.
II 39
39Ibid pp. 173-74.� *
40
Ibid p. 131.
41 Ibid p. 238.
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community's revisional activities.
IV. ISRAEL ORIGINATED SOME OF THE HISTORY
The word "originate" probably best describes this role
of the community in the development of its history. The
Old Testament community not only revised its history, but at
points it actually created the events described in the narra
tives.
A process. Speaking of traditions used by the Yahwist,
von Rad says that these included traditions "created, formed,
and preserved by the cult . . . ." [italics not in original].
This point cannot be elaborated greatly because von Rad does
not give detailed information. But this cultic creativity
was most likely a process. Demands of ./orship, celebration,
and sacrifice evidently spawned some of the history silently
and slowly. This would have involved the extensive and
unconscious association of men with places and cult legends
43
which von Rad feels occurred during and after the Settlement.
The impersonal mode in which such processes are often
handled has already been mentioned, but it is to the point
here. This may well have been the realm where those mysterious
Genesis , o. 27.
43
Rad, TIHT, p. b9.
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changes took place which are expressed by such explanations
as "complexes of independent material were attached" to
44
actions of Yahweh, or "the older traditions developed"
a picture of the saving hi story, or the history was "based
upon a few very old motifs around which have clustered in
organic growth the . . . separate traditions" [italics not
in ori g i na 1 ] .'^^ At other times it is Yahweh who seizes
"spheres formerly alien to himself,"'^'^ or it is Yahwism
4 8
itself which appropriates the cultic ideas.
The point is that in most of these cases something
decisive and creative has taken place. Something which one
feels would hardly just have "occurred" is attributed to very
impersonal processes and so casually explained. One has the
"distinct impression" that the assumption is that the community
has done it all--the attaching, the developing, the clustering,
the seizing and the appropriating.
An example of the rather unconscious creative powers of
the community is the absorbing of the mn' ixVts into the
^^Ibid.
^^Ibid.
Ibid. , p. 107.
47
Ibid. , p. 26.
^^Ibid., P . 27.
95
history. The pre-I srael i te reports of the appearance of
a numen were "taken up into Israel's store of traditions and
adapted to the faith by making the stories tell of an appearance
of the angel of Jahweh in place of the alien deity. "^^ This
may have been adaption, but it also was the creation of a
completely new event in the salvation history.
Explicit intention. Von Rad assumes that the composition
of the history was not always a subtle process. Frequently
story-tellers, cult officials, and other transmitters of the
traditions created items not present in the history by "explicit
artistic intentions. "^^ Examples of these will be considered
mainly in two groups: ad hoc compositions and the introduction
of alien concepts.
First, some ad hoc compositions of the community may
be cited. Von Rad assumes that the community composed on
the spot some speeches, confessions, and other segments of
the history, and placed them into the salvation sequence as
the words of others, or as the actual events. In composing
the patriarchal history, the Yahwist has shown what was involved
in Jacob's being the object of God's choice by the prayer of
4 9 Rad, TIET,
^^Ibid., p. 109.
51j2?id., p. 54.
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Jacob, Genesis 32:9-12, "which the narrator composed ad hoo."^'^
When the story-tellers come to describe the miracle at the Red
Sea, "they introduce a plethora of words, some allegedly
spoken by Jahweh and some by Israel" [italics not in ori g i nal ] .
The community was moved to use "etymological puns" from time
to time--puns which were "generally only very loosely connected
with the sound content of the name to be explained (Gen. xvii.5,
54
xxi,6, xxvii.36, etc.)." But in the history, Genesis 17:5,
for instance, is given out as the word of Yahweh. The Book
of Deuteronomy was "composed" as a speech of Moses, "represen
ted as spoken 'in the land of Moab,' . . . and is thus given
out as Moses' farewell discourse" [italics not in original].
In "actual fact" the collection of sermons originated in the
later period of the monarchy. In fusing the amphictyonic
covenant with the Davidic covenant, the Deu teronomi st was
"able to put an appeal to Jahweh's covenant . . . into the mouth
of a king."^'' On a different section of the Hexateuch, von Rad
^'^Ibid., p. 172.
^^Ibid,, p. 176.
^
Ibid,, p. 181.
S^Rad , SD, p. 11.
Rad, op. cit., p, 223.
^Tlbid., p. 338.
97
comments that the Holiness Code "purports" to be divine
utterance. S^ In it, sermons were redrafted and impersonal
ordinances were made personal by putting them in Yahweh's mouth.
The foregoing paragraph has but one unifying factor.
All of the items mentioned strike one just like von Rad
presents the last. They all "purport" to be something which
the composers obviously knew they were not. They all show
von Rad's concept that the Old Testament community composed
some of its own sacred material and passed it on as history
to be confessed as truth.
Second, intrusions of concepts originally alien to the
actual circumstances may be mentioned. Von Rad feels that
the history contains mutually exclusive tales of David's boy
hood. One of these "records" how David was prophetically desig
nated by Yahweh as the future king. Von Rad thinks that this
was a "late interpretation, one which introduces the Davidic
dynasty into a set of concepts which was originally alien to
it . . . ."^^ Also, the history presents Yahweh's answer
to David's desire to build the temple; the answer came through
Yahweh's word to Nathan. But von Rad sees Nathan as politically
motivated. He was speaking as the voice of the nearly extinct
58Rad, SB, pp . 11, 25.
S^Rad, TIHT, p. 309.
98
Tent of Meeting tradition and was "playing off long-hallowed
cultic traditions against" the erection of a permanent struc
ture.^*^ It was the community who created the notion that
Nathan was acting sincerely on behalf of God.
V. ISRAEL CREATED LEGITIMIZING "HISTORY"
Legitimation does not necessarily imply fabrication or
falsification. Any community may need to justify its actions
or its existence. This can mean writing a true history of the
rise of the community or of any of its parts in an honest
attempt to answer questions put to it.
A community may also answer criticism by creating a history
which will make the community and its policies appear legitimate.
when it knows all the while that such a legitimizing history
does not actually coincide with the facts. It is this latter
type of legitimation with which this section on the community's
role in the writing of her history is concerned.
According to von Rad, the Old Testament community found
occasion to legitimate itself in this way. Two approaches were
generally used. The present situation was sometimes legitima
ted by producing an historical justification. At other times
present practices were linked to events of the saving history
^^Ibid., p. 61.
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and thus "authenticated." The following selected data are
intended to show points at which von Ra:d considers the commu
nity to have followed one of these (or related) procedures.
By "historical" justification. 1. Tribal boundaries.
The Settlement tradition summarized in Deuteronomy 26:5-9 and
recited at the Feast of Weeks at Gilgal explains how God gave
the land to the people. The explanation for the land distribu
tion is that it depended upon the declared will of Yahweh.
Actually, says von Rad (following Alt), the system of land
allotment must have arisen sometime before the monarchy as a
very practical rr.easure. But later the question arose as to
the fairness and the authenticity of the boundaries. "The
purpose of the Settlement Tradition was to legitimate" the
process of distribution by the casting of lots recorded in
the tradition.^'' One of the main concerns of the Settlement
tradition (not just the summary in Deut.) was "to assure us
of the inherent legitimacy of the territorial boundaries . .
. ."�^ Incidently, the same tradition "provided the historical
justification which enabled Israel to adopt as its own the
ancient Canaanite festival" and celebrate it as the Feast of
Weeks.
^iRad, FH,p. 47.
^^Ibid.j p. 46.
^^Ibid., p. 43.
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2. Peasants' complaints. I Samuel 8:11-17 is the
record of Samuel's speech to the people warning them what
they could expect from a king's influence over their economy,
their families, and society. In von Rad's opinion, this
"speech" derives from a later age--the reign of Solomon,
when people felt the oppression of the monarchy--and is "thorough
ly tendentious."^^ It was politically motivated and intended
to authenticate the peasantry's grievances by putting them
in the prophet's mouth. The community created this legitimizing
history.
3. The Davidic dynasty. The monarchy itself was a
strain on the old traditions where only Yahweh had ruled and
had led in the defense of the people by bestowing the charisma
and by leading them in the Holy War. It needed legitimation,
and David's throne received .part of the "direct sacral
legitimation" it needed by the prophetic utterance of II Samuel
5 5
7. In this case, the community wrote a prophecy after the
fact in order to link the throne with the will of Yahweh.
Again, Davidic cultic innovations would naturally have demanded
explanation and authorization. Thus, entire traditions developed
whose sole "purpose was to derive the new order from a decree
64Rad, TIHT, p. 59.
^^Ibid., p. 40.
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or a special direction of the deity" [italics not in original],
4, Subsequent Davidides, The promise in II Samuel 7,
says von F^ad, was originally written as a prophecy directed
to David. Later generations extended this promise to include
themselves in the prophetic benefits, and so legitimated their
Ft 7
own claims to the throne. And so the "Nathan prophecy became
highly creative in the tradition , , , , In it also lie the
historical origin and legitimation of all messianic expecta
tions. "^8
5. Post-exilic cult. The exilic community saw a new
act of grace as nations began to stir near it. "By means of
elaborate argumentation" the community connected itself histori
cally with the pre-exilic community in order "to legitimate
the cultic restoration in the post-exilic period. ""^^ Von Rad
sees this new view as opposed to the prophetic idea of a new
order begun by Yahweh; but the community itself felt secure
by linking itself with the salvation history.
6. The Levites. The situation resulting from the Josianic
p. 44.
67 Ibid P . 310.
68
Ibid p. 311 .� �
69 Ibid p. 127.
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reforms, v;hen many cultic officials were di senf ra nchi zed ,
certainly needed legitimation. This legitimation, von Rad
says, was supplied by explaining the special place of the
Levites as grounded in the history of the old camp. Such an
argument was "the result of a later reflexion, the purpose of
which was to give a post eventum theological explanation of
an actual state of affairs, "^^
By historical association. At times existing practices
were given a sacral aura or a confessional status by connecting
them to an important event in the salvation history. For
example, discussing the character of P as a "programme for
the cult," von Rad says that "its intention is to lay down
the ordinances of Jahweh revealed for Israel's salvation during
the history, and to legitimate them by showing their specific
place within the saving history. "'^^ The picture of the
history composed by the Yahwist was the basic outline used by
P. The ordinances of the cult were put into this sequence as
part of the history to be believed by the community. P was
concerned to prove that matters such as circumcision (Gen. 17),
the Passover (Ex. 12), the status of Aaron (Ex. 23f.; Lev. 8f.)
and of the Levites (Num. 3, 3) were historically anchored in
'^Rad, TIHT, p. 250.
'^^Ibid., p. 78.
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the experience of the people with Yahweh, and that they "emerged
7 2
. . . at the divine command." In some cases, according to
von Rad, P probably had little more information than that
the rites had been commanded.
The foregoing does not necessarily mean that P manufactured
history for its own benefit. But at times one gains the impres
sion that it would not greatly embarrass von Rad to suggest
the possibility. Certainly he feels that some ritual perscrip-
tions (Lev. 1-7; 14:10-32; 17; 22:17-30; 27 and Num. 18f.) were
secondarily added to the history "to ground sacrifices also
7
in the great inauguration of the cult at Sinai."
VI. EVALUATION
Historical unity. The^ re 1 a ti ons h i p of the unified
people Israel with Yahweh is obviously the unifying thread
of the present Hexateuch. All that happened happened to
the people Israel, or to its anscestors, not to pre- 1 srael i te
tribes of diverse origin. Von Rad's opinion is that this
One-Israel concept was a theological discovery of the Yahwist
(See Section II, above).
This has been vigorously questioned. Martin Noth, whose
overall approach to the Old Testament is similar to von Rad's,
'^^Ibid., p. 243 .
'^^Ibid., p. 250 .
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contends that as early as the period of the judges the "All-
Israel" concept was imbedded in a Pentateuchal tradition already
fixed and basic to either J or E Traditions.'''^ David Noel
Freedman, representing an entirely different methodology,
makes a similar assertion. While J, E, and P treated the
material according to their needs, Freedman insists that all
three
derive from a common body of tradition, with regard to
both content and order, and that this organized tradition,
dating to the earliest periods of historic Israel, included
not only the so-called confessional items but specifically
the Sinai traditions and the other "expans i ons . "^5
Von Rad's incidental note that the unity was "the out
come of a strong tendency toward unification which dominates the
whole process of the growth of a work like the Hexateuch"
does not appear to be an adequate explanation.^^ Where it may
be demonstrated that works like the Hexateuch have so grown
under the dominance of such a tendency he does not say. Von
Rad, ex hypothesi, cannot allow that the unity of the Hexateuch
has resulted from the unity of an actual historical experience
and that this experience was early fixed in traditional history.
^^Bright, EJRHW, p. 42, discussing Noth's Vberlieferungs
gesohichte .
7 5
David Noel Freedman, "[Review of] Genesis: A Commentary,
by Gerhard von Rad, translated by John Marks," Theology Today,
XX (April . 1 963). 1 1 5.
^^Rad, TIET, p. 118.
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Normative history. The reference from Freedman has
raised another question: how von Rad can maintain the difficult
tension between a normative summary of the history and the
revisions of the Yahwist. Though von Rad maintains that the
simple "thought of the credo remained dominant and almost
unchanged in its theological outlines" after the Yahwist's work,
still his additions were more radical than von Rad admits.''''
The inclusion of the Sinai tradition was no small revisionl
And still von Rad confidently maintains the canonical nature
of the creedal history.
Why and how the credo should have become normative for
a large number of clans is not said. The sources of this important
outline are not at all clear either. Von Rad is able to go
no further back than the association with the Gilgal shrine
7 S
and a secondary connection with the Feast of Weeks. It was
a picture which "the older traditions developed at an early
date."'^^ It is difficult to see how the creed could have
become norr.iative at all, for the credo was originally the cult
legend only of Gilgal. 80 The community could not have been
''^Ra.d, Genesis, pp. 19-20.
78Rad, PH, P. 48.
73Rad, TIHT, p. 69.
^^Rad, op. cit., p. 70.
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extensively unified during the years when von Rad places the
formation of this credo. This follows from his view of the
Settlement and his ideas of the rather loose cultic demands.
If from a very early time the tribes had begun to think of each
other's backgrounds as their own, a part of the One-Israel,
the creed might have becoi.^e normative for a larger group. But
one recalls that the "All-Israel" concept had its origin in
the Yahwist. It is a question, then, how any of the other
tribes so unrelated to each other should have come to regard
this cultic confession in sufficient number that it was
theologically normative in a time of cultic decline.
While the matter of a "canon" is at hand, other items
must be mentioned. The idea of a theologically/ normative
tradition was obviously at home in early Israel. The Yahwist
.vas aware of a canonical scheme from which he could not depart.
His work also became something of a canon for E and P who
followed him.^^ Then later, one wonders just what the
difference is between von Rad's regarding Deuteronomy as
canonical "Scripture" and seeing it as "a standard, a revelation
of the will of Jahweh admitting of neither addition nor
o p
s u J tracti on . " What keeps one from suggesting that there
31 Rad, Genesis, p. 36.
^^Rad, TIET, p. 90.
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could have been an early body of written, normative tradition
similar to the Pentateuch itself?
Concept of history. For all of von Rad's emphasis upon
the community's achievement of history writing and its faith
in the credo, one wonders just what sense of history Israel
really had. The community, on the one hand, could confess
an outline of history as truth, and on the other hand, could
frequently accept drastic additions to that creed. It could
achieve the writing of objective history while at the same
time revising and even creating some "history" in the interests
of theology, and could then pass the revisions and creations
on to be confessed as sincerely as the other "facts" of the
tradition. One wonders if in a patriarchal clan society such
as Israel, the actual origin of the clans could have passed
so quickly from memory as to allow such practices. Does the
tendency toward revision of history appear natural in light of
the community's early relish for good history writing? John
Marks critically says, "The relationship, as von Rad sees it,
of faith to history . . . makes one wonder if the Biblical
writers were concerned to write history at all."'^'^
83john H. Marks, "[Review of] Old Testament Theology,
Vol. 1, The Theology of Israel's Historical Traditions, by
Gerhard von Rad, translated by D. M. G. Stalker," Theology
Today, XX (July, 1963), 293.
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Cult and history. The assumption of von Rad and of the
history of traditions school that the cu 1 t ' created ' and "formed"
traditions^^ has not apparently been proved to the satisfaction
of many Old Testament scholars. G. Ernest Wright agrees v/ith
von Rad that the historical narratives v/ere shaped by cultic
use. But he insists that, while the cult recited history, it
never originated it.^^ Just as the historical novel is a
literary from and admits of no off-hand judgment on its
historicity, so the cultic confessions and legends were
literary forms. And these forms say nothing about the histori
city or origin of their contents. The cult did not necessarily
originate its legends at all.
Freedman feels that it is closer to the truth to say
that the cult and the festivals derived their liturgies from
the tradition of the community, which tradition was grounded
8 6
in the "chronological and historical experience of Israel."
This tradition was fixed for all Israel, not by the cult, but
by Israel's experience of the history. This was the body
of material used by the cult as well as by other authors and
Rad, Genesis, p. 27.
SSq. E. Wright, "Archaeology and Old Testament Studies,"
Journal of Biblical Literature, LXXVII (March, 1958), 50-51.
^^Freedman, "[Review of] Genesis," Theology Today ^ XX
(April. 1963), 115.
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institutions in Israel .
The assumption that etiology is able to produce tradition
and history is at the basis of von Rad's view. Long before
the clans arrived in Palestine, the Canaanites had built
historical tales by explaining why a particular shrine was
sacred, or why they performed a certain rite. The custom
was to make pilgrimages to Bethel. Why? Because a god had
appeared there once was the etiological explanation. These
tales were naturally associated with the clans' anscestors--
Jacob in this particular case. Thus etiology became (and
continued to be) a primary source of Israel's history.
Bright (following Albright) contends that there is
p 7
no evidence for this assumption. He insists that legend
may--and usually does --precede custom, and that the legend can
be based on a historical fact as well as not.^8 Etiology may
be present; but it is normally a secondary factor, not the
basis for the history or a creative factor in it.
Motives for legitimation. It does not seem that von Rad
has carried the implications of his references to legitimation
far enough to expose the wide range of motives implied. As
^''Bright, EIRHW, pp. 94 , 100 , following Albright, "The
Israelite Conquest of Canaan in the Light of Archaeology,"
The Bulletin of the American School of Oriental Research,
LXXIV (April, 1939), 11-23.
^^Ibid., pp. 92-100.
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mentioned (Section V), legitimation does not necessarily
imply falsification or ill motive. The Old Testament community
no doubt had occasion to justify itself by an appeal to
authentic history. But a review of the examples considered
above reveals the following motives: the desire to retain
land, to strengthen social grievances, to fortify political
position, to retain selfish claims, and to justify government
actions post eventum. Some of these are unbecoming at best,
and out right deceptive at worst. Yet they all became part
of the sacred history in von Rad's opinion.
VII. SUMMARY
According to von Rad, the community's history was of
a confessional nature. It came to believe, as insisted by
the Yahwist, that Yahweh had acted in its history, dealing
with it as a unit. This conviction formed the history and
preserved it, serving as something of a "canon." But the
sacred nature of Israel's traditions did not deter her from
materially altering the picture of her history as she passed
it on. Theological interests, community needs, and community
experience augmented its tendency toward revision and resulted
in considerable interpretive manipulation of the traditions
and spi ri tual ization of events.
mAt some points the subtle processes of the cult and
the artistic intentions of editors and the various motivations
of numerous vested interests even created history and inserted
events, speeches, prayers and other items. This v/as done
according to need. Sometimes that need v/as the demand to
legitimate the present state of affairs. In that case history
v/as created either to explain the situation, or to authenticate
the current practices as a valid part of the saving history.
CHAPTER V
THE PLACE AND ROLE OF THE COMMUNITY
IN THE PRODUCTION OF ITS THEOLOGY
I. INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this chapter is to present data gathered
from von Rad's scattered references to the actual formation
of the community's theology in order to discover his view of
the community's role in this formation and its place in the
process of revelation. An adequate number of references
will be selected from a sufficient variety of contexts to give
a reasonable basis for conclusions. This data will be woven
into a presentation of von Rad's own view. The chapter will
present neither the community's own theology nor von Rad's
summary of that theology.
II. THE CONSPICUOUS PLACE OF THE COMMUNITY
It is not unusual that von Rad should consider that
the Old Testament community had a role in the formation of
its theology. Theology by definition is the community's word
on sacred matters. However, the Old Testament community has
phrased much of what has been taken as her theology in the
form of revelation which she received. Therefore the tension
between the disclosure of God and the discovery of the commu
nity is immediately involved in the basic question being asked
113 
It is proper to make this basic distinction between 
disclosure and discovery because of the propositional form of 
much of the Hexateuch itself. Von Rad faces this and explains 
it as the community·s way of representing revelation. 
The theological radius of what Israel said about God 
is conspicuously restricted •.• [since] the Old Testa-
ment writings confine themselves to representing Yahweh·s 
revelations to Israel and the world" 
in historical terms. l The reasonable conclusion at some points 
is that Israel felt certain things to be true because she 
had been told them by Yahweh. 
T his dis tin c t ion bet \I, e en" revel a t ion It and II dis c 0 v e r y It 
is also fitting because of the very meaning of revelation. 
Here it means that God has made something known which would 
otherwise have been unknown. 2 So one may presume that the 
Old Testament community·s distinction between God·s disclosure 
and its own discovery was correct, at least in form. 
The question of how the community·s theology was formed 
does not anticipate an either/or answer. Biblical evidence 
will not allow the conclusion that either God revealed expli-
citly all of Israel is theology or that Israel deduced it all. 
In the documents, both Yahweh and men speak theologically. 
lRad, TIHT, p. 106. 
2J • F. Peters, ItRevelation and Propositions," The Evan-
gelical, QuarterZy, XXXIII (April-June, 1961), 67-71. 
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So von Rad is not necessarily incorrect when he insists that
the subject of an Old Testament theology is "Israel's own
explicit assertions about Yahweh."^
But the impression one gains from von Rad's studies
on the Hexateuch is not that Israel just participated in the
formation of her theology. She played the major role. Her
role was conspicuously large. Yahweh acted; but it was up to
the community to detect Yahweh in his acts.^ in fact, when
we have previously referred to Yahweh's acts, those were events
"which the faith of Israel regarded^' [italics not in original]
as acts of God.^ The community composed its history as a
dress for truths which she "arrived at from her relations with
Yahweh . . . ."^ The community certainly would have observed
various truths through its personal experience. For von Rad,
however, even theological statements which the community passed
on as God's disclosures to it were actually "avowals" and
"affirmations" of the community.^
^Rad, op, ait., p. 105.
^Ibid,, p. 106.
^Ihid,
Ibid., p. 282. An example is Exodus 16:9-27 where the
surplus manna story is given. The truth symbolized here was
that sustenance by God meant daily surrender. She had observed
this truth, and now put it into story form with historical dress.
"^Ibid., p. 121. e.g., "I am the Lord thy God": a commu
nity affirmation!
III. THE COMMUNITY'S ROLE
God, Von Rad's Old Testament Theology ^ Vol. I, pp.
23-24, IS perhaps the most important single passage in his
works on the origin of Israel's concept of God. The thrust
of this passage is that a significant way in which Israel
built her view of God was by "assimilation" and "absorption"
of Canaanite "theology." "Ideas" replace "ideas" here, with
the community doing the work. But while the community assimi
lated the Canaanite high god and his pantheon into its theology,
according to von Rad, it never would tolerate the pantheon as
anything more than a council or a body of Yahweh's ministers.
The tribes' experiences included events of a saving
character, events about which many traditions circulated.
The conviction grew among the people that their corporate
experience had been that God could deliver them. Israel felt
that Yahweh was able to safeguard the promise. Why? She
had come to that conclusion on "the basis of rich and wide
Q
experience." Having come to this particular conclusion,
she symbolized it in a person and illustrated it three times
in similar stories. In each case, though the ancestress was
endangered, the story shows Yahweh preserving the covenant
people (Gen. 12:10ff.; 20:lff.; 26:5ff.). The community
Rad, TIET, p. 111.
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had reflected upon its history.
Another facet: Yahweh was one God. How did Israel
know? She was driven to the conclusion. It was the "conscious
product of theological reflexion."^ She did not come to it
by philosophical reduction, but none-the-1 ess , she made the
discovery. Thus the role of the community in the production
of its concept of God was assimilation, absorption, and
theological reflection upon history.
Creation. Israel had a coherent literature on creation.
She connected everything with Yahweh. But she only "found
her way" to such a coherent presentation after contacting and
absorbing Canaanite thought. These concepts of a primeval
battle and an ordering of the chaos were early acquisitons of
the settlers in Canaan. Von Rad is not surprised that it
should have "occurred" to Israel to connect her God with nature
in a creation concept because Canaan was saturated with creation
mythologies, says von Rad. Any delays she may have experienced
in spelling out her ideas were due to the time required to
bring new concepts into proper relationship to her own traditions.
The community was finding its way, absorbing traditions, gaining
^Ibid., p. 212
0
Ibid., p. 28.
^Rad, PH, p. 139.
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insight, and making theological adjustments.
Eleation. Israel believed that Yahweh had taken her
as his own people. This idea was very old, says von Rad.
But it could not have been as clearly defined in early
Israel as it is now found in the locus classicus, Deuteronomy
7:6-8. Why? A doctrine of election, says von Rad, presupposes
a uni versal i sti c view of history. Israel only learned to
look at herself and others objectively in the early monarchy.
Only then was she "in a position to talk about election. "12
The statement of her election ideas awaited her epxeriences
of the monarchy. The fact of election is not basic here. The
community merely accounted for its peculiar place among the
nations by a doctrine of election.
Antipathy to Canaan. The hexateuchal picture is that
at least an important part of the community was very aware of
a basic antipathy between the cult of Yahweh and the religions
of Canaan. This awareness had been granted to them, they
thought. According to von Rad, the community "became aware"
1 3
of this antipathy after and by long experience. The cult
did not enter with a knowledge of its peculiarity. But by
l^Rad, TIHT, p. 178.
^^Ibid., p. 23.
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experience cultic regulations were acquired which eventually
guarded her discovered identity. The community gained insight
by trial and error.
Meaning of history. Because the role of Samuel and
Nathan is minimized by von Rad, he places the burden for
interpreting the early monarchy on the community. Israel came
to "the realization that with David something new began" among
1 4
them. At the other end of the monarchy the riddle of the
destruction and exile certainly required interpretation. In
the biblical narratives, the answer was from God (prior to
the events) in the form of entreaty and warning. For von Rad
the interpretation came from the Deuteronomi st and the prophets.
It was accomplished by reflection upon the mass of historical
1 5
material available at the end of the exile. The role of the
community here was reflection and unaided interpretation.
IV. EVALUATION
Milieu of revelation. The very large place in von Rad's
view of the community which theological reflection upon history
assumes is the result of the assumption (common to much contem
porary biblical theology) that history is the supreme milieu
^^Ibid., p. 125.
^^Ibid., pp. 126-27.
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of revelation. James Barr's penetrating criticism of this
assumption is particularly to the point here.
He asks, "Is it true that the biblical evidence, and
the evidence of the Old Testament in particular, fits with and
supports the assertion that 'history' is the absolutely supreme
milieu of God's revel ati on ." ^ ^ Old Testament wisdom litera
ture and the Psalms do not constantly appeal to history, but
rather they proceed on the assumption that God may be known
on a completely different basis. Von Rad also recognizes
this fact, but none- the-1 ess he considers the Psalms as Israel's
answer to Yahweh's actsl'^--her answer of praise, complaint,
question. This does not really moderate the conspicuous role
of the community or the basic assumption on the milieu. It
was still Israel's answer, this time growing out of personal
worship or intimate experience.
Barr points out in the second place, that, even in
the historical narratives, closer examination shows that the
"interpretations" (the "confessions" as von Rad says) are not
presented as interpretations at all, but as direct communi
cations from God. Moreover, these communications were frequent
ly pre-conditions of an event. This may well be understood
l^James Barr, "Revelation Through History in the Old
Testament and in Modern Theology," Interpretation, XVII (April,
1963), 193.
^^Rad, TIHT, pp. 355-356.
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as the community's confession, her affirmation. But it must
be admitted that this can be argued from critical grounds only,
not from the biblical evidence.
Finally, says Barr, parts of the Old Testament present
God as acting in "history," e.g., Noah and the Flood, where
Barr personally must strain his idea of history to call it that.
Obviously the biblical evidence does not necessarily
consider history as the supreme milieu of revelation. It does
consider Yahweh as the supreme source of revelation through
his acts and words of disclosure.
Yahweh's vole. The problem which is a correlative of
the role of the community is the role of Yahweh in the writings
of the Old Testament, according to von Rad. This is not a
question of how many times the name "Yahweh" appears in von
Rad's writings. Yahweh's place in the community's thought
was formidable, so naturally von Rad's presentation of the
community's "affirmations" about God contains many strong
statements about what Yahweh has done in history. But these
are ideas of the community, not necessarily of von Rad.
So when one asks what von Rad himself thinks the revelations
of Yahweh actually were, there are only hints. A difficult
statement, but probably the clearest indication of von Rad's
own view of revelation is one taken from a discussion of Israel's
insertion of the name "yahweh" in old saga.
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This requisition of ancient saga by theological reflec
tion mirrors nothing other than what all Israel experienced
by the revelation of Yahweh: the requisition of all areas
of life, of all profane spheres, by God's exacting and
promi si ng wi 1 1 . ' ^
Is von Rad saying that revelation really is that act of faith
whereby the community places Yahweh in spheres of life previous
ly alien to his cul t?
One must be careful not to minimize the place which von
Rad would insist that God actually had. But he does not say
much that would restrain one from concluding that revelation
was actually not so much a disclosure as it was a discovery
by the community. In this connection one may note that von
Rad speaks of the Yahwist as having acted in "the authority
of his prophetic i ns p i ra t i on . " ^ ^ By this authority he added
the third promise to the Abrahamic covenant, giving the divine
answer to the dilemma of a fallen world (Gen. 1-11). But
as one reads farther in the immediate context of this quotation,
it becomes apparent that this "inspiration" related more to
the enlightenment of a maturing community than to the moving
of Yahweh immediately upon a man in disclosure. Compared to
the role of the community, the role of Yahweh in von Rad's
own position appears relatively to be secondary.
l^Rad, Genesis, p. 36.
"^^Ibid., p. 23. Compare with context, pp. 24 , 27-30.
V. SUMMARY
It was the purpose of this chapter to present the place
and role of the Old Testament religious community in the
production of its theology as understood by Gerhard von Rad.
It was discovered that this involved a basic distinction between
disclosure and discovery, and that, in von Rad, the community's
place was prominently discovery. The immediate action of
Yahweh was felt correspondingly to be small. The role of
the community appeared to be that of supplying the theological
content of its traditions by assimilation, absorption,
reflection, discovery, explanation, and deduction from
experi ence.
CHAPTER VI
THE ROLE OF THE COMMUNITY
IN THE FORMATION OF ITS LAW
I. INTRODUCTION
Task. We have demonstrated the role which von Rad
assumed the community had in the writing of its history and
the production of its theology. The community's relation
to the third significant side of the hexateuchal traditions,
law, must not be considered. It is the purpose of this chapter
to present von Rad's view of the role of the community in the
formation of its law.
Method. As before, the method of necessity is analytical.
By observing von Rad's passages on the origin of the law and
its development, the community's role in the production of
its law and its relation to the law are discerned. Von Rad's
concept of the community's role will then be clarified by
comparing it with Israel's own concept of her role in formation
of the law, again according to von Rad.
Limitation. This chapter seeks to present von Rad's
view of the community's role. It does not attempt to summarize
either the community's law or von Rad's comments on that law.
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II. THE COMMUNITY PRODUCED ITS LAW
It will be substantiated in the following references
that in von Rad's opinion the community originated and produced
its own law. It did this over a long period of time and in
a variety of ways. The following are among the ways.
By expressing its nature. Care must be taken here
not to assume too much from a single, short reference in von
Rad. However, the statement is significant enought and
bears enough weight in its own context that it must be
mentioned as one of the means by which Israel formed her law.
As observed before, von Rad has recognized the fundamental
difference between the spirit of Israel's law and that of
common ancient Near Eastern law. One reason was Yahweh's
place over her law. But von Rad explains the legal considera
tion for humanity as something expected, as the natural
expression of the "old ethic of brotherhood obtaining amongst
the neighborly nomadic tribes."^ It is not straining this
explanation to say that this means Israel was expressing herself,
exposing her unusual nature in her laws.
By absorbing culture. Von Rad gives few hints as to the
origin of Israel's apodictic law. It was native to her. He
calls this body of law "the old apodictic divine law of early
iRad. TIET, p. 32.
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Oahwism."^ But the case law in Israel has an explanation.
It was taken over by "Israel" from the Canaanites as the
clans adapted to the new land.^ This was particularly the
case with laws which ordered the sedentary life with which
the clans were unfamiliar, says von Rad, The Book of the
Covenant, Exodus 21-23, grew out of just such a meeting of
cultures and wholesale take-over.^ This process is another
facet of the absorption observed in the cult and in theology,
but it is one of the ways Israel produced her law.
By aorporate experience. At times the community
experience by which her law was produced was a prolonged warfare
with sacral objects, cultic associations or local taboos of
Canaan. The warfare was serious and really was the Yahweh
cult's fight for life. The Hexateuch presents the results
of these cultic battles, rarely the warfare which von Rad
posits to explain the laws as they stand. Von Rad's main
example of law produced by community experience of this type
is the lists of unclean animals (Lev. 11; Deut. 14). Behind
these lay "prolonged, dogged encounters with foreign cults"
which resulted in "sacral disqualifications of animals which
^Ibid., p. 33.
^Ibid,, p. 30.
^Ibid,
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had some positive importance elsewhere,"^ These represent
the sum total of many individual priestly judgments, a slowly
evolved complex of legal feeling. The legal restrictions
on the worship of the dead have the same history of production.^
They grew out of corporate experience.
The extensive, minutely systematized regulations and
hierarchy were also produced by corporate experience. While
he does not date material late just because it appears in a
section he considers as P, he feels he must assume that the
background of the extensive body of law can only be "a long
cultic history," i.e., a long community experience.'' Other
sections of the law arose out of the cult and from the techni
cal instruction of the pri es thood--the experience of the
o
community in worship and education. �
By reacting to circumstance. The witness of the
Old Testament community was that circumcision and Sabbath
observance were divinely instituted. As the history stands,
they carried something of a status confessionis . Von Rad's
opinion is that these customs attained the importance of crucial
^Ibid,, pp. 27. 209.
^Ibid,, p. 208.
''ibid,, p. 245 .
^Rad. SD, p. 12.
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makrs of identity primarily because of the circumstances
of the exile. Israel was away from cult, temple and other
things which identified her. Since circumcision and Sabbath
observance could be practiced in exile, the community compen
sated for its loss by exalting these hitherto rather ordinary
practices to the level of status confessionis While this
may be true, and while it is the case that the exile intensi
fied the importance of these two things for the community, the
explanation above is von Rad's, not the community's. Thus
it is proper to say that for von Rad, Israel produced her
law, among other ways, by reacting to circumstance.
This brief treatment would certainly not exhaust von
Rad's views on the subject if he had written specifically
about the community's production of its law. But since he
has not, this really is all that is justified in answer to
the rather limited question being asked in this chapter.
III. THE COMMUNITY'S RELATION TO ITS LAW
The community was the superintendent of the law in von
Rad's opinion. A phrase taken from his discussion of the
Book of Deuteronomy indicates accurately the historical
relation of the community to its law. There, commenting on
the preaching sections in Deuteronomy, von Rad says that the
9Rad, TIHT, p. 79.
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Levites handled the oral sacral traditions (legal and other
wise) with "sovereign freedom.
"^^ Von Rad intends for this
to convey the Levitical familiarity with all sections of the
tradition. But it also reflects the community's overall
power pretty much to do as it pleased with the legal traditions.
This is most clearly seen in the revision of the laws
done by the community. The Book of the Covenant had its
roots in Canaanite case law according to von Rad. But now
there is a conglomerate of apodictic and case law in it. This
was the community's work. It took over Canaanite case law
and fused it with its own traditions, putting much of the new
material into the apodictic form of its own law,^^ and passed
it all on as from Yahweh.
This position has been attacked by F. C. Fensham among
others. 1^ He insists that both apodictic and casuistic law
are native to a covenant setting such as Exodus 20ff. On
the basis of Hittite covenants where both forms are found
together much as in the Book of the Covenant, he questions
whether it is wise to refuse to grant the apodictic and
'^^Ibid,, p. 72.
"�^Rad, SD, p. 24. See also his TIHT, p. 33.
1 2
F. C. Fensham, "The Possibility of the Presence of
Casuistic Material at the Making of the Covenant at Sinai,"
Palestine Exploration Quarterly, XCIII (July, 1961), 143-46.
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casuistic as both coming from a historical covenant occasion
as indicated in Exodus. He also questions (with Mendenhall)
whether Israelite case law could have arisen in the social
structures of Canaan. Nevertheless, von Rad's position
remains. The community here chose both the content and the
form of its laws.
The Holiness Code purports to be the utterance of God.
This was also the community's work of revision; a rather
"sovereign" handling one would agree. At a late date sermons
were redrafted and impersonal ordinances made personal. Both
1 3
were then put into Yahweh's mouth.
The community's relation toward the law which von Rad
holds is similar to the relation to the rest of the traditons.
And so the legal material also could be significantly altered
upon occasion. Von Rad believes the priests "worked over"
crucial ordinances "transferring [to themselves] . . . the
most important procedures of the sacrificial ceremonial which
in the original form of the ritual, were still assigned to
the laity. "^'^ This is comparable to rewriting the history or
revising the theology.
Finally, the present form of the Decalogue must be
mentioned. It is a controversial question as to whether or
l^Rad, op. cit., pp. 26, 34, 35.
l^Rad, TIHT, p. 247.
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not this series should be considered as covenant stipulations,
as absolute ethical commands, as a proclamation of law following
1 5
a covenant agreement, or what. Von Rad considers it a
"perfectly conscious and well-considered combination of charac
teristic commands, "^^ a combination made by "deliberate
s el ecti on . " ^
^ This is significant because of the plain form
of the Decalogue in the tradi ti ons--di v i ne apodictic.
The community revered its traditions and obeyed its
laws, but von Rad assumes that it really held a rather "sovereign"
position over them at the same time.
IV. THE ASSUMPTION ABOUT THE LAW:
VON RAD AND THE COMMUNITY
From the present form of the legal traditions one must
grant one of two things. Either the community assumed that
a great deal of its law had been received in a gracious disclo
sure from Yahweh, or someone(s) in the community wished to
give that impression. As it stands in the text, the law
comes from Yahv/eh.
In two references (a statement and a question) von Rad
clearly shows his assumption. The statement: the minutia
"^^Ib-id., pp. 1 93-94 . Also Erhard Gerstenberger , "Covenant
and Commandment," Journal of Biblical Literature, LXXXIV (March,
1965) , 38-51 .
^^Ibid., p. 18.
'^'^Ibid,, p. 191.
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of the ordinances were laws "which a cultic community imposed
upon. itself . . , ."^^ The question:
How could the simple sheep-breeders from the steppe deal
with such complicated conditions in which they suddenly
found themselves other than by taking over the legal arrange
ments which had for long proved their value in these
Condi tions?^ ^
How could they? The possibility of a divine disclosure is
not even an option for von Rad. The assumption is that there
was one way-- Israel
'
s own adaptability. Whatever value judg
ment one makes here, it is clear that there is a basic
difference between the community's assumption about the origin
of the law, its estimate of its role in the formation of
the law, and that of von Rad.
V. SUMMARY
This chapter has sought to present von Rad's view of
the role of the Old Testament religious community in the formation
of its law. It was demonstrated that von Rad feels the commu
nity produced its own law by the expression of its humanitarian
nature, by absorbing culture, by learning from corporate
experience, and by reacting to historical circumstances.
The assumption of von Rad apparently is that this formation
occurred apart from an actual disclosure by Yahweh. It was
noted that this assumption contrasts with the apparently opposite
l^Rad, TIHT, p. 202.
'^'^Ibid., p. 30.
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assumption of the community. Moreover, the practical effects
of the role of the community were shown to be a "sovereign
freedom" in selecting, revising, and recasting the content
and the form of its law.
After these preceding chapters discussing von Rad's
view of the role of the community in the origination and
development of Old Testament religion, approached through
the major hexateuchal facets of history, theology and law,
the contemporary churchman naturally asks what such a position
means for Old Testament hermeneutics. We now turn to a
concluding chapter and to a consideration of some of the
implications of von Rad's position.
CHAPTER VII
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
I. CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this inquiry was to discover the role
of the religious community in the origination and development
of Old Testament religion according to Gerhard von Rad. The
method throughout has been the analysis of a large number of
references taken from a sufficient variety of contexts in von
Rad's studies on the Hexateuch to insure a sound basis for
conclusions. The meaning of "The Old Testament religious
community" in von Rad's own thought was considered basic
to the answer of such a question and was therefore pursued.
The following conclusions have risen from the inquiry.
According to von Rad, (1) the Old Testament religious community
was diverse in its origin, unified by sacral interests, and
unique in its character. (2) The community, according to
the needs of its faith, absorbed, originated and revised
its confessional history, its theology and law--three signifi
cant aspects of Old Testament religion.
The meaning of "Old Testament religious community." The
community was comprised of diverse clans who found unity in
(1) acknowledgment of Yahweh as God of Israel, (2) dependence
upon the Yahweh cult (prior to the monarchy) and faith in
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Yahweh's action in all of life (monarchy on), and (3) loyalty
to the cult objects, the Ark and Tent.
The community's faith, its achievement of history writing,
its covenant relationship with Yahweh, its cultic intolerance,
its non-mythological stance, Yahweh's jurisdiction in its law,
and its veto on images converged to make the Old Testament
religious community unique, a stranger in its world.
The community's role. 1. The community, guided by the
faith that Yahweh was acting in its history, originated,
revised, and confessed that history. Theological interests,
community needs and community experience augmented its tendency
toward revision of the history. The cult, artistic intentions
of editors and various motivations of vested interests originated
some of the community's history.
2. The community produced its theology by discovery.
Through a process of assimilation, absorption, reflection,
explanation, and deduction from experience, the community
supplied the theological content of its traditions.
3. The community developed its law by expressing its
brotherly nature, by absorbing culture, learning from corporate
experience, and by reacting to historical circumstances.
II. IMPLICATIONS OF VON RAD'S POSITION
FOR INTERPRETATION
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According to von Rad. 1. As the commuirity was, so we
must be satisfied to lay conflicting strains of thought side
by side without striving for harmonization. ^ The community
allowed the marks of its retelling and rethinking of the old
traditions to stand in the final product. We must enter into
the retelling without undue concern for a harmonization of all
the strata.
2. Since one cannot hope to step from the narratives
directly into the historical settings which they describe, one
should find the "historicity" of the accounts in the historicity
of the community and its representation of itself and its
experiences of faith. The historicity of the many faith
experiences of the community gives the witness universal
2
validity and typical significance.
3. One "must submit ... to the sequence of events
as the faith of Israel saw them."^ One may start with the
theological view point of J or E, but a successful hermeneutic
must interpret the text in the unity which it now has. References
from different sources which treat the same subjects are now
Rad, TIHT, p. 297.
Rad, Genesis, p. 39.
Rad, op. cit., p. 120.
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under the shadow of an over-arching theological unity. Thus
each story is open to the influence of the others as the
community has seen fit to place them side by side.^ To do
otherwise is to dismiss what the community has said, and,
usually, to substitute for this a history of piety or a
pattern taken from nature or history that is really foreign
to the Old Testament. S
4. One must interpret the Old Testament typol ogical ly,
asking where there is "any correspondence between this activity
of Yahweh in the Old Testament and that which occurred in and
through Christ."^ This is so because "the same God who
revealed himself in Christ has also left his footprints in the
history of the Old Testament covenant people--- . . we have
to do with one divine discourse . . . ."^ That is, in both
testaments, the community has affirmed that God has acted
in history.
Evaluation, The most obvious implication of von Rad's
position for hermeneutics is that which he suggests by saying
that one must submit to the community's own telling of the
^Rad, Genesis, pp. 40-41.
^Rad, TIET, p. 114.
^Rad, op. oit,, p. 42.
^Rad, "Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament,"
EOTE, p. 36.
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events. Various reactions to this important implication
appear. As mentioned,^ Stendahl recognizes that, with
the history of traditions school especially, one is completely
at the mercy of the community and its faith. ^ But apparently
this does not trouble him. Freedman is somewhat more
disturbed by the fact that this situation is a "shift from the
historicity of the events to that of the community which
believes in them,"^^ when he feels that the historical situation
is itself a valid object of research. Stendahl has further
suggested that one may expound the community's witness with
vigor, all the while denying the basic assumption of the commu
nity.^^ This is theological double talk.
Von Rad's plea for a hermeneutic based on the unity of
the text is a helpful suggestion. But one has to leave von
Rad's method behind and must make a radical shift of mind in
order to do it. The diverse traditions form a conglomerate
text whose one unifying factor is the faith of the community.
What now is the sense of expouding a history believed by
pre-Christian Hebrews when that history has only the remotest
Chapter I, p. 5.
^Stendahl, "Implications of Form-Criticism and Tradition
Criticism for Biblical Interpretation," Journal of Biblical
Literature, LXXVII (March. 1958), 35.
""^Freedman, "[Review of] Genesis," Theology Today, XX
(April. 1963). 116.
^^Stendahl. op. ait,, p. 36.
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connection with factual events? One sets aside the results
of scientific inquiry, assumes the role of faith and retells
the "acts of God" as they were reported by the pre-scientif ic
community. This plea could only be made for the sake of
hermeneuti c .
Suggestions for further study. 1. To understand more
adequately von Rad, the role of the religious community in his
non-hexa teucha 1 writings should be studied, e.g., in The
Theology of Israel's Prophetic Traditions where the community's
relation to its history is not such a prominent factor.
2. The Old Testament community's own concept of its
role and its character should be re-examined, giving careful
attention to the assumptions by which the community lived.
3. The problem of Israel's origins deserves further
study, even though recent publications have added significantly
to the relevant literature- The empirical basis for the assump
tion of the diverse origins of Israel's clans needs to be
catalogued more clearly in order that the hypothesis may
either be confirmed or invalidated if possible.
4. In light of Chapter III, the nature of the Old
Testament religious community should be studied further. Why
Israel was a stranger in so many ways in her world, and why
she was so singularly creative in spiritual and ethical matters
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has not been answered adequately,
5, Considering the conflicting views on the background
of Israel's creation literature, the "Canaanite creation
myths" which allegedly spurred Israel to build her own
creation doctrine should be carefully gathered and their
presuppositions examined,
5, The Yahweh vs. Baal (Canaanite religion) controversy
demands further study. The exclusive nature of the early
Yahweh cult, the large place of syncretism, according to von
Rad, and confusion over the origin of ethical monotheism are
parts of this problem and should be considered in such a
study .
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